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CHAPTER 1



Introduction


The Irish Lord Lieutenancy, c.1541–1922
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Peter Gray and Olwen Purdue


This volume aims to address a significant gap in our understanding of the history of Irish governance and British-Irish relations in the early-modern and modern eras. For more than 300 years the government of Ireland was headed by a chief governor commonly titled (almost invariably so after 1660) the lord lieutenant of Ireland. The holder of this senior office of state was from the Restoration always a peer – albeit occasionally a man ennobled for the purpose – and was expected to combine the ‘efficient’ direction of the Irish executive on behalf of the British government with the ‘decorative’ ceremonial required of him as viceroy or surrogate of the Crown presiding over the Irish court at Dublin Castle. These overlapping but potentially antagonistic roles were poorly defined in the constitutional form of the lord lieutenancy and were interpreted in different ways by incumbents and by the monarchs and ministries they served. If there was tendency over time for the ‘decorative’ aspects to attain ascendancy over the ‘efficient’, this process was never linear; the political importance of public symbolism, extravagant display and patronage in Irish governance also tended to conflate what might at first appear distinct elements. This volume intends to explore the multiple dimensions of the lord lieutenancy as an institution – in its political, social and cultural aspects – and how these changed in the extended period between the royal proclamation of Ireland as a distinct ‘kingdom’ under the English Crown in 1541 and the break-up of the United Kingdom of Great Britain and Ireland in 1922, which was accompanied by the formal abolition of the office.


A study of the lord lieutenancy is facilitated by recent research into the historical relationship between the British monarchy and Ireland, which has highlighted, particularly for the nineteenth century, the fluctuating and often contested reactions of the Irish of different degrees and persuasions to the pomp of royal visits, the state- and nation-building strategies of royal advisers and ministers and the reputed or proclaimed views of occupants of the throne towards their Irish subjects.1 Royal expeditions across the Irish Sea were rare events. Between Henry VIII’s formal assumption of the Irish ‘crown’ in 1541 and the dissolution of the Irish parliament in 1801 only two reigning monarchs visited the country, when William III campaigned against his deposed predecessor James II on Irish soil in 1690. Despite the consolidating intentions of the Act of Union (and more significantly the communications revolution accelerated from the 1820s by the introduction of steam propulsion on land and sea), royal visits remained relatively sporadic after 1801. George IV made a brief but remarkably popular appearance in Dublin in 1821; Victoria came four times in her long reign – in 1849, 1853, 1861 and 1900 – while her son, Edward VII, visited on a number of occasions as prince of Wales and again as king in 1903 and 1907. George V’s visits of 1911 and 1921 occurred at moments of acute constitutional crisis, with his appearance in Belfast in the latter year setting the seal on partition. In the absence of the monarch except during these brief excursions, and with Ireland lacking (unlike Scotland and Wales) regular royal residences or associations, the majesty of the Crown in Ireland was represented principally by the lord lieutenant in his dual role as viceroy. After a period of erratic residence in the early eighteenth century, incumbents were mostly present in Dublin after 1767, acting as a proxy monarch with greater or lesser degrees of success.


As both royal surrogate and, in theory if not always in practice, the working head of a subordinate administration, the Irish lord lieutenant was increasingly an anomalous office within the United Kingdom. Neither the Welsh (1536) or Scottish (1707) unions maintained a separate executive or court for those territories, although – as Theo Hoppen has observed – the retention of both in Dublin attracted remarkably little attention on the part of most of the framers of the Irish measure of 1800.2 Criticism of the utility of the lord lieutenancy as a governing instrument multiplied as the century progressed. To the Irish Whig Henry Brooke Parnell in 1834, it was the apogee of a structure that inhibited the reforms that Ireland desperately required.3 By 1849 the prime minister Lord John Russell had come to agree that the viceregal office was politically dysfunctional and inhibited both good governance and the full integration of Ireland into the Union. However, his abolition bill of 1850 aroused strong opposition in Ireland and was quickly abandoned.4 In the face of disagreement over what could replace it, the long-serving and influential under-secretary Thomas Larcom defended the lord lieutenancy on exceptionalist grounds in the 1850s–60s – Ireland was an old country but lacked the deep traditions of local self-governance that had evolved in other parts of the UK and lagged far behind them in its political development; so long as Irish government remained ‘in advance of the people’, he concluded, a strong resident viceroy would remain essential to stability, security and economic and educational progress.5


Perhaps not surprisingly, nineteenth-century critics of the institution (both Irish and British) likened the lord lieutenancy to the colonial governorships characteristic of the expanding British Empire, and stigmatised it as representing the subordinated, even colonised, place of Ireland within the UK and the non-completion of a genuine political union.6 This perception was reinforced by the movement of some Irish incumbents to or from other imperial posts (Cornwallis and Wellesley had previously served as governor general of Bengal; Mulgrave had been the governor of Jamaica; Aberdeen was governor general of Canada between his stints in Dublin, and Dudley went on to be governor general of Australia after leaving Ireland), although in fact relatively few incumbents were drawn from the colonial or diplomatic service. The title of ‘viceroy’ had been widely used by the Spanish and Portuguese crowns in the governance of their subordinate European and overseas territories since the fifteenth century (and was subsequently also employed in similar a vein by Austrian, Russian and Ottoman rulers), but in the English and British context the term was restricted to the chief governor of Ireland (as an informal alternative to ‘lord lieutenant’) until the creation of the Indian viceroyalty in 1858. Although the resources and power of the latter office were to vastly exceed those of the Irish lord lieutenant, the ornamentalist character of the new Indian office drew in part on the older Irish model as well as on indigenous Indian forms such as the princely Durbar.7 Comparisons (usually adverse) were drawn between the two viceroyalties by Irish and British unionist critics of what appeared to them the indefensible ‘colonial’ institution surviving in Dublin.8


Irish supporters of the lord lieutenancy, anxious to distance it from such contemporary colonial associations, drew attention instead to the antiquity of the office and its surviving medieval peculiarities, such as the ‘battle-axe guards’ (before their abolition in a cost-cutting drive in the 1830s). Nineteenth-century Dublin opinion, both moderate nationalist and Conservative, tended to coalesce around a defence of the office as the manifestation of ‘the ancient right of this kingdom to a separate local executive’ in the face of ‘centralising’ British tendencies, and as the guarantor of the city’s retention of the status of a national capital.9 This defensiveness in the face of abolitionist threats may in part contextualise the first serious attempt to trace the office’s origins, in Sir John T. Gilbert’s History of the Viceroys of Ireland, published in 1865.10 Gilbert, who was the librarian of the Royal Irish Academy, and had been awarded the Academy’s prize for his earlier History of Dublin, addressed the period from the Anglo-Norman conquest of Ireland to Henry VIII’s accession in 1509 (a proposed second volume bringing the history forward to the present appears not have been completed), and adopted an antiquarian approach typical of the gentlemanly scholarship of his day. At the same time, it appears unlikely to be accidental that he chose this topic for his 600 page tome at a time when the very survival of the lord lieutenancy was in question in the wake of serious abolitionist initiatives in 1850, 1858 and 1864, during which attacks on its ‘colonial’ characteristics were common.11 In utilising the term ‘viceroy’ throughout his book to describe the various titles associated with the chief governorship of Ireland, Gilbert equated the medieval offices of ‘justiciar’ and ‘king’s lieutenant’ with the contemporary lord lieutenancy, thus rendering it a part of the ancient and organic constitution of Ireland.


Gilbert’s history was self-consciously ‘completed’ in 1912 by Charles Kingston O’Mahony in his book The Viceroys of Ireland, a much less scholarly and more partisan account that took the story from 1171 through to the then incumbent, the earl of Aberdeen.12 O’Mahony (1884–1944), who was subsequently a popular crime fiction writer, was in 1912 a committed Liberal Home Ruler, who regarded the viceroyalty (especially as embodied by the genial Aberdeen) as a crucial lynchpin which would continue to connect a self-governing Ireland to Great Britain through the active presence of a royal representative in Dublin. His unreferenced narrative account concluded with an encomium on Lord and Lady Aberdeen’s efforts in promoting political reconciliation and on their active philanthropy, undertaken in the face of both bigoted Orange and extreme nationalist hostility.13 His defence of the institution they occupied drew on an essentialising ethnography and anticipated the realisation of the ideal of a wholly depoliticised viceroyalty under Home Rule:


[I]f ornamental it is also useful, because the Irish instinctively respect royalty, and a country populated by the descendants of kings could not be expected to have an instinctive respect for any form of government savouring of Republicanism, or one that left wholly to the imagination the majesty of the Sovereign ruler. To satisfy all classes, to tolerate the intolerant, and to represent the nonpolitical King of England, are the duties of the Lord-Lieutenant. . . . When Liberalism has achieved its ambition, the Irish bureaucracy will cease to hold the power that makes or mars every viceroyalty.14


The events of the succeeding decade would starkly expose the wishful thinking behind such claims. The viceroyalty was abolished, largely unmourned, in 1922, albeit with the successor office of governor-general being created for both the Irish Free State and Northern Ireland.


There is no modern academic text which addresses the history of the Irish lord lieutenancy in its entirety. The closest to a survey is Joseph Robins, Champagne and Silver Buckles: The Viceregal Court at Dublin Castle 1700–1922, a work of popular history that uses a number of primary sources to outline a narrative account of the officeholders for that period alongside a more detailed discussion of the ‘dining, wining, ceremonials and fashion’ of the viceregal household.15 As a consequence of its focus on ceremonial, this text gives only superficial attention to the political significance and development of the office of lord lieutenant. Robins’s principal concern is to sketch the pageantry and conspicuous consumption of the Dublin Castle court. This phenomenon he traces to the lavish entertainments initiated by Essex and Ormond in the 1670s–80s, later revived in emulation of the growing extravagances of the Georgian court of St James by courtier-viceroys such as Grafton and Carteret in the 1720s. As the eighteenth century progressed and incumbents began to spend longer sojourns in Dublin, viceregal entertainments came to play an ever-greater place in the Dublin season around which Ascendancy social life revolved. Robins describes the years 1782–94 as the ‘golden era’ of the viceregal court in both the opulence of its ceremony (epitomised by the establishment of the Order of the Knights of St Patrick in 1782) and the frequency and hedonism of its balls, levees, feasts and other courtly entertainments.16 The intense political crises of the later 1790s, and the reconstitution of Dublin Castle as a military citadel encircled by revolutionary dangers, cast a pall over its previous excesses. Although the Castle was refurbished and courtly entertainments revived there and at the Viceregal Lodge in Phoenix Park under Hardwicke and Richmond in the early nineteenth century, the depleted post-Union Dublin season, the developing social aspirations of the Catholic nouveau-riche bourgeoisie, and the growing tensions between the Protestant Ascendancy and the British executive, tended in Robins’s view to render the Dublin court a more contested space as well as a pale imitation of its previous self. Despite the flamboyance of free-spending figures such as Marquess Wellesley and the earl of Eglinton, and the increasing formalisation and reinvention of viceregal ritual under the direction of the Ulster king-at-arms from the 1850s, Robins concludes that it never recovered its former glories before its ignominious extinction.17


Many studies of Irish politics and of British-Irish relations address the activities of individual holders of the lord lieutenancy, and there are a number of biographies of some of the more prominent incumbents, although scholarly discussions of the institution in its own right and its constitutional relationship with the British government are sparse.18 Overviews of the structures and shifting dynamics of the Irish executive, including brief attempts to define the role of the lord lieutenant, are to be found for the later seventeenth century in a short but focused study by J. C. Beckett, and for the eighteenth century in J. L. McCracken’s contribution to the New History of Ireland, and in R. B. McDowell’s monograph study of post-1760 politics.19 The administrative structure in the Union period, which saw radical fluctuations in power relationships between lords lieutenant, chief secretaries and under secretaries, is introduced in McDowell’s The Irish Administration, while the developing tensions within the Dublin Castle executive in the second half of the nineteenth century have been skilfully dissected by Kieran Flanagan.20 In addition to these surveys, a few detailed accounts of individual viceroyalties, including those of Wharton, Townshend and Eglinton, have appeared in article form.21


With a few exceptions, literature on the social and political activities of the vicereines is also limited. Ishbel, Lady Aberdeen, has attracted most attention, due in part to both the independence and strength of her character as well as to the existance of an extensive archive and the colourful autobiographical publica tions she co-authored with her husband.22 She plays a prominent role – as the ‘Lady Microbe’ of separatist polemics – in Patrick Maume’s contribution to this volume. Diane Urquhart has written on the role of Theresa, sixth marchioness of Londonderry (like several of the ‘ladies of Londonderry’ a significant political actor in her own right), in securing the viceroyalty for her husband in 1886 and shaping the agenda of his tenure and subsequent political career.23 Not all viceroys were accompanied by vicereines – a number were unmarried or widowers and relied on other female relatives or con nections to fulfill certain courtly functions and promote charitable and ‘patriotic’ objects – but the viceroyalty clearly incorporated a familial dimen sion unusual in the great offices of state. This is an area that needs further research.24


The essays in the current collection approach the lord lieutenancy from a number of different directions, some emphasising the political, others the cultural and philanthropic aspects of the office; a number trace its development over a longue durée, others illuminate it through more focused attention to particular moments in its history. What unites them is an attempt to answer the question posed by Theo Hoppen – ‘what was the lord lieutenancy for?’ It is hardly surprising that no single answer can be identified for the entire period, reflecting the range of facets of the office over time and its differing meaning to a range of constituencies in Ireland and Britain.


Although the principal raison d’être of the lord lieutenancy was always to represent the English and later British monarch in Ireland, this did not always entail unpopularity (whether personal or institutional) on the part of those outside the traditional political and social elite of Ireland. Republican separatists may have denounced the viceroyalty as an emblem of oppressive and discriminatory colonial rule, but their moments of political ascendancy (in the later 1790s and after 1916) were brief, if ultimately decisive, in reshaping constitutional relations between the islands. The very intensity of anti-viceregal invective manifested against conciliatory incumbents such as the 7th earl of Carlisle and Lord Aberdeen highlights not universal antagonism on the part of Irish Catholics, but a perceived need to combat the ambi valence towards the office of lord lieutenant on the part of many through strident propaganda. Catholic enthusiasm for a Jacobite viceroy had been demonstrated under Tyrconnell in 1687–9, and while this memory may have faded in the penal era that followed, elite Catholic engagement with reformist lords lieutenant developed in the latter half of the eighteenth century, and the potential for a ‘pro-Catholic’ viceroy to be lauded as a popular hero was demonstrated in the Fitzwilliam episode of 1795. Similar moments of unlikely popularity, sometimes involving tumultuous street politics, were witnessed in the next century at various points during the incumbencies of Bedford, Wellesley, Anglesey, Mulgrave and Bessborough. Daniel O’Connell gave viceregal functions his imprimatur when he believed engagement best served his political objects, while reserving the right to excoriate (mostly Tory) lords lieutenant as local tyrants enforcing the will of Westminster. Constitutional nationalists as well as ‘patriotic’ Irish Tories rallied to the defence of the institution as a distinctly ‘Irish’ constitutional form in the face of abolitionist initiatives in the 1830s–60s, and if Home Rulers were more wary of the office in the aftermath of the strong asso ciation of Lord Spencer with coercive policies during the land war, Aberdeen in 1886 and the ‘constructive Unionist’ viceroys who followed made great efforts to regain Catholic confidence. If the slur ‘Castle Catholic’ was one of the most potent in the separatist arsenal, it was deployed with such frequency precisely because the Castle had – at least superficially – moved so far from the reli gious and political exclusivity it had once embodied. Nevertheless, as the formal apogee of a governing structure that many Catholics continued to regard as tainted by the stain of colonialism and religious partiality, and as the ultimate upholder of the sword of coer cion (as had been manifest in the 1790s, 1848, 1867, 1881–2 and 1916–22), the relationship between the lord lieutenant and the majority community in Ireland remained ambivalent at best.25


The title of ‘lord lieutenant’ and the chief governorship and viceroyalty of Ireland were not always synonymous, and the delineations of the office evolved over a prolonged period. In the opening contribution to this collection, Ciaran Brady notes that the title of ‘king’s lieutenant’ had been employed very sparingly in the medieval period, and in the century following 1541 the specific commission of ‘lord lieutenant’ was restricted to only four of the sixty appointments, the great majority holding the inferior title of ‘lord deputy’. This reflected concern in London about the greater aggregation of autonomous power implied by the lieutenancy. Despite this sensitivity over titles, the chief governors of Ireland were, in this period, in possession of extensive prerogative powers and expected to be the active agents of Crown policy in political, judicial and (when required) military affairs. Brady’s review concludes with a study of the policies of a prominent and controversial lord lieutenant, the earl of Strafford (although he was elevated to that distinction from the deputyship just three months before his impeachment), which plunged the kingdoms of Ireland and England into constitutional crisis in 1640–1.


The narrative of the development of the lord lieutenancy is taken forward by Charles Ivar McGrath from the Restoration of 1660 to the accession of George I in 1714. These unsettled years witnessed a number of different phases. The first saw the emergence of the primacy of the office of lord lieutenant in the practical governance of Ireland, particularly through the formative role played by an Irish magnate, James Butler, marquess of Ormond. Initially appointed lord lieutenant in 1643 and subsequently the upholder of the royal interest in Ireland during the civil wars, Ormond returned from exile in 1661 and was in office for fourteen of the next 23 years. The pattern of appointing high-ranking executive officers for sustained periods as the king’s representative in Ireland was broken by the Glorious Revolution and the brief personal appearances of the rival monarchs on Irish soil in 1689–90. Abandoning Stuart modes of governance, William III and his ministers subsequently preferred to rule Ireland through panels of lords justices or short-term deputyships, thus avoiding the concentration of power in the hands of one man. This proved to be not entirely satisfactory, and from 1700, with the appointment of the earl of Rochester as lord lieutenant, the practice of promoting a prominent political figure to the sole governor ship was revived. As McGrath concludes, a different pattern, which con tinued for much of the eighteenth century was established in the reign of Queen Anne; although the second duke of Ormond was to hold his father’s office (one he greatly desired) in 1703–7 and 1710–13, her other appointees were English noblemen of high rank, who were often reluctant and brief visitors to Dublin and who transferred their authority to deputies or lords justices during their extended periods of absence.


James Kelly then takes the history of the viceregal office forward through the eighteenth century and several distinct periods of development. For the first few decades after 1714, incumbents were essentially non-resident part-timers, grandees and often courtiers, who were content to leave the practicalities of governance to Irish subordinates and make only occasional forays to Dublin. Their mid-century successors, such as the 3rd and 4th dukes of Devonshire and the 4th duke of Bedford, may have had more substantial political weight, but reliance on Irish undertakers (including the speaker of the Irish Commons as one of usually three lords justices) had become entrenched in the management of the Irish parliament and patronage. This pattern was radically altered from 1767 with the appointment of a resident, active and executively minded lord lieutenant, Lord Townshend, charged with dispensing with the ‘undertakers’ and taking Irish governance into his immediate hands. If not all his successors were equally capable, and the chief secretary emerged as the viceroy’s principal agent in managing an increasingly restive parliament, residency nevertheless became the established norm, with important consequences for the Irish court as well as politics.


Toby Barnard, who has published elsewhere on the development of the post-Restoration Irish court in comparative context, focuses in this volume on the role of later seventeenth and eighteenth-century viceroys in promoting Irish cultural life.26 His conclusion is that, despite the attentions of eulogists and other seekers of viceregal patronage, the incumbents in this period tended to lack both the understanding of the Irish environment they might have acquired through a settled residency and usually also the inclination to take a leading role in promoting cultural endeavour. While this may have changed to a certain extent in the era of viceregal residency that began with Townshend in 1767, and certain nineteenth-century incumbents such as Mulgrave and Carlisle certainly saw themselves as cultural innovators, the Irish court played only a limited part in cultural development at the best of times.


Gillian O’Brien brings the pre-Union section of the book to an end with a detailed study of the lord lieutenancy in the political and social turmoil that characterised the 1790s. The four viceroys of this decade encountered, with varying degrees of success, the revival of the ‘Catholic question’ in Irish politics, sectarian polarisation, and a popular republican movement that ultimately resorted to open rebellion supported belatedly by French military intervention. After the spectacular failure of Fitzwilliam’s attempt to act autonomously of both Westminster and the Ascendancy elite as a reforming proconsul, Lord Camden reverted to close reliance on the prime minister’s wishes, and when these could not be ascertained, the views of his clique of Dublin Castle advisers. With Dublin Castle fortified and aggressive military ‘pacification’ authorised by the viceroy, the role of lord lieutenant appeared by 1797 to have reverted to that of quasi-military governor of a rebellious island. This appeared to be confirmed by the appointment in 1798 of the first military viceroy for over a century (and one who had been previously governed a conquered colony to boot). However, Cornwallis – along with Prime Minister Pitt and able chief secretary Castlereagh – was fully committed to what they hoped would be a constitutional settlement to the Irish question, a legislative (but not executive) union.


An analytical overview of the lord lieutenancy between the Union and its eventual abolition in 1922 is provided next by Theo Hoppen. The very survival of the institution was, he argues, emblematic of the ambiguities of the Anglo-Irish relationship under the Union, and its functions fluctuated radically in consequence of both the vagueness of the instructions issued to viceroys and the endemic power struggles within the Castle and between London and Dublin. His essay ranges widely across the period, addressing themes such as maintenance of law and order (and the frequent resort to coercion by viceregal proclamation); administrative oversight and efficiency (or more commonly the lack thereof); display, entertainments and patronage; appointment policies and the often poor relations with the prime minister, home secretary and cabinet. Hoppen is struck by how many of the Union viceroys appear totally unsuited for the position, singling out Wellesley, Carlisle and Aberdeen in particular for criticism of their executive weakness. At the same time, it was the structural imbalance resulting from both cabinet and parliament being located in London (and hence the growing importance of the chief secretary who attended the latter and sometimes also the former) that rendered the lord lieutenancy increasingly dysfunctional. What kept it going, he concludes, was a combination of the failure of elites to agree on a workable replacement system, and the ingrained conservatism of British political culture that preferred to tolerate anachronism rather than engage in rational innovation.


The remaining four chapters consider a number of moments in the Union era, addressing with greater detail some of the themes raised in Hoppen’s overview. Peter Gray considers the attempts made by Whig viceroys in the period 1835–47 to popularise the institution through engaging with Catholic mass politics. The strategy of seeking to render the governance of Ireland religiously ‘neutral’ through dispensing with reliance on the Protestant political elite began after 1767 as the administration sought to manage Ireland directly without resort to ‘undertakers’ (with mixed success). Fitzwilliam’s attempt to bid for the support of the resurgent Catholic political movement in the mid 1790s was poorly considered and catastrophic in outcome; later attempts to conciliate majority opinion by Wellesley and Anglesey were halfhearted and counterbalanced by more conservative political forces. The Mulgrave and Ebrington lord lieutenancies of 1835–41 stand out as a rare moment in which a united Irish administration, with support from London, engaged in a concerted campaign to build Irish Catholic political support for a reforming Union state around the slogan of ‘justice to Ireland’, at the cost of widespread alienation of much (but not all) of Irish Protestant opinion. This essay considers the centrality of the viceroyalty to this initiative – not least in deploying an element of theatricality under Mulgrave. Although it was undermined by Whig loss of office in 1841 and subsequently by the ravages of the Famine and the resort to coercion against agrarian and republican unrest in 1848, the popular support manifested towards the Irish Whig Lord Bessborough during his brief lord lieutenancy in 1846–7 indicates that this attempt to popularise the institution might not have been entirely doomed.


Attempts to revive the ideal of a ‘popular’ viceroyalty were made in the 1850–60s under the former chief secretary Lord Carlisle, and in a rather different and short-lived Tory-populist mode under Eglinton. As James Loughlin demonstrates in his essay, this approach was again essayed, and not without some success, by the constructive Unionists Cadogan and Dudley, and then by the Liberal Lord and Lady Aberdeen, in the later 1890s and Edwardian period. Loughlin traces a late flowering of a ‘welfare viceroyalty’ in Ireland, echoing the development of a welfare monarchy in England and connected to it through the promotion of a number of successful ‘non-political’ royal visits to the island. The period after 1886 saw the abandonment of any attempt to revive the model of the executive lord lieutenancy so strongly associated with Lord Spencer in Gladstone’s first and second ministries, which had drawn the office into political contestation with nationalists and strongly associated it and Dublin Castle with coercion. Although the contest for real executive authority in Ireland had finally been abandoned by the post-Spencer viceroys, they retained their ceremonial and patronage roles – and these, Loughlin concludes, became ever more important in both the moderate Unionist and Liberal strategies to retain the British-Irish constitutional tie (with or without Home Rule). This was recognised as a threat and challenged by separatist nationalists. The sheer volume of the press and verbal vitriol cast at the Aberdeens by Arthur Griffith and his allies after 1905, the subject of Patrick Maume’s contribu tion, indicates the intensity of hostility aroused by their version of viceregal welfarism. The energetic if rather eccentric viceregal couple worked hard to make themselves popular (with limited success in Ulster, despite the lord lieutenant’s Presbyterianism), but were subjected to sustained lampooning and denunciations. Like much separatist propaganda, this assault on the viceroyalty probably had less public impact before 1914 than its authors would have wished, but it did highlight the existence of a distinct and growing political faction that would tolerate neither lord lieutenant nor the British constitutional link the office embodied.


The last chapter, by Keith Jeffery, considers the end of the lord lieutenancy amid the rapid radicalisation of Irish politics following the Easter Rising and the Sinn Féin electoral victory of 1918. The crisis provoked a final abortive attempt to restore the viceroy to the role articulated by the duke of Wellington in 1850 as its ultimate rationale, as the principal guarantor of security against domestic insurrection.27 The appointee of 1918, Field Marshall Lord French, former commander of the British Expeditionary Force in France, proved incapable of overseeing the introduction of conscription or of quelling the republican political and military insurgency, and was quickly sidelined (and he narrowly escaped assassination by the IRA on several occasions). The final throw of the die brought to office the only Catholic incumbent since the seventeenth century, the English Tory aristocrat Lord FitzAlan, in 1921.28 A conciliatory figure, FitzAlan’s principal role was to oversee the endgame brought about by the Treaty negotiations and the implementation of partition. When he stood down in December 1922, transferring any residual duties to the governor generals of the new Irish Free State and of Northern Ireland, an institution which had been at the centre of British governance of Ireland since the sixteenth century, and whose antecedents can be traced back to Henry II’s Irish intervention in 1171, came unceremoniously to an end.


Notes


1 See especially James Loughlin, The British Monarchy and Ireland: 1800 to the Present (Cambridge, 2007); James H. Murphy, Abject Loyalty: Nationalism and Monarchy during the Reign of Queen Victoria (Washington, DC, 2001).


2 K. Theodore Hoppen, ‘An incorporating union? British politicians and Ireland, 1800–30’, English Historical Review, 123 (2008), pp 328–50.


3 H. B. Parnell, Memo on the abolition of the lord lieutenancy, 1834, Southampton University Library, Congleton Papers, Ms 64/18/7.


4 See Peter Gray, ‘“Ireland’s last fetter struck off”: the lord lieutenancy debate 1800–67’, in Terrence McDonough (ed.), Was Ireland a Colony? (Dublin, 2005), pp 87–101.


5 Larcom memo on Irish government, 21 Mar. 1858, National Library of Ireland, Dublin, Larcom Papers, Ms 7504/47; Larcom memo ‘Query – can Ireland be governed out of Ireland?’, 1 Oct. 1860, ibid., 7504/77.


6 Gray, ‘Ireland’s last fetter struck off’.


7 Miles Taylor, ‘The Irish lord lieutenancy and the imperial viceroys’, unpublished paper, 2009.


8 See for example, an argument welcoming the rationalisation of British rule in India while rejecting the continuing viceroyalty in Ireland as an expensive anomaly, [Anon.], ‘Double government’, Dublin University Magazine, 51 (April 1858), pp 460–70.


9 Freeman’s Journal, 6 Feb. 1858; Thomas H. Tracey, The Irish Viceroyalty (Dublin, 1864).


10 J. T. Gilbert, History of the Viceroys of Ireland; With Notices of the Castle of Dublin and its Chief Occupants in Former Times (Dublin, 1865).


11 For the context, see Gray, ‘Ireland’s last fetter struck off’, and T. Hoppen’s chapter, pp 132–57.


12 Charles O’Mahony, The Viceroys of Ireland: The Story of the Long Line of Noblemen and their Wives who have Ruled Ireland and Irish Society for over Seven Hundred Years (London, 1912).


13 For a discussion of the latter, see Patrick Maume’s chapter, pp 199–214.


14 O’Mahony, Viceroys of Ireland, p. 342.


15 Joseph Robins, Champagne and Silver Buckles: The Viceregal Court at Dublin Castle, 1700–1922 (Dublin, 2001).


16 Ibid., pp 66–9; for the former, see also Peter Galloway, The Most Illustrious Order: The Order of St Patrick and its Knights (London, 2002).


17 Robins’s discussion of the emergence of the heraldic office of Ulster king-at-arms, occupied by Sir William Betham (1820–53), Sir J. Bernard Burke (1853–92) and Sir Arthur Vicars (1893–1908), as the interpreter and enforcer of a code of courtly etiquette at Dublin Castle, is a particularly valuable aspect of his text, Robins, Champagne and Silver Buckles, pp 125–31, 143–4, 156–60.


18 Modern biographical studies of incumbents include: Christopher Robbins, The Earl of Wharton and Whig Party Politics, 1679–1715 (Lewiston, 1991); J. V. Beckett, The Rise and Fall of the Grenvilles: Dukes of Buckingham and Chandos, 1710 to 1921 (Manchester, 1994); E. A. Smith, Whig Principles and Party Politics: Earl Fitzwilliam and the Whig Party, 1748–1833 (Manchester, 1975); Iris Butler, The Eldest Brother: The Marquess Wellesley, the Duke of Wellington’s Eldest Brother (London, 1973); Marquess of Anglesey, One-Leg: The Life and Letters of Henry William Paget, first Marquess of Anglesey (London, 1961); Diana Davids Olien, Morpeth: A Victorian Public Career (Washington DC, 1983); Richard Holmes, The Little Field-Marshal: Sir John French (London, 1981); Biographical sketches of a number of viceroys can also be found in the Dictionary of Irish Biography and Oxford Dictionary of National Biography.


19 J. C. Beckett, ‘The Irish viceroyalty in the Restoration period’, Transactions of the Royal Historical Society, 5th series, 20 (1970), pp 53–72; J. L. McCracken, ‘The political structure, 1714–60’ in T. W. Moody and W. E. Vaughan (eds), New History of Ireland, IV: Eighteenth-Century Ireland (Oxford, 1986), pp 57–6. To this can be added J. L. McCracken, ‘The Irish viceroyalty, 1760–73’, in H. A. Cronne, T. W. Moody and D. B. Quinn (eds), Essays in British and Irish History in Honour of James Eadie Todd (London, 1949), pp 152–68; R. B. McDowell, Ireland in the Age of Imperialism and Revolution, 1760–1801 (Oxford, 1979), pp 94–100.


20 R. B. McDowell, The Irish Administration 1801–1914 (London, 1964), pp 52–77; Kieran Flanagan, ‘The Chief Secretary’s Office, 1853–1914: a bureaucratic enigma’, Irish Historical Studies, 24 (1984), pp 197–225.


21 Lewis A. Draile, ‘The Irish viceroyalty of the earl of Wharton, 1708–1710’, Huntingdon Library Quarterly, 15: 4 (1952), pp 393–431; Thomas Bartlett, ‘The Townshend viceroyalty’, in Thomas Bartlett and D. W. Hayton (eds), Penal Era and Golden Age: Essays in Irish History, 1690–1800 (Belfast, 1979), pp 88–112; Alex Tyrell, ‘A card king? The earl of Eglinton and the viceroyalty of Ireland’, The Historian, 72: 4 (2010), pp 866–87.


22 Val McLeish, ‘Sunshine and Sorrows: Canada, Ireland and Lady Aberdeen’, in David Lambert and Alan Lester (eds), Colonial Lives across the British Empire: Imperial Careering in the Long Nineteenth Century (Cambridge, 2006); Maureen Keane, Ishbel: Lady Aberdeen in Ireland (Newtownards, 1999).


23 Diane Urquhart, The Ladies of Londonderry: Women and Political Patronage (London, 2007), pp 78–81.


24 There is some discussion of the role of vicereines in formal entertainments and promoting the consumption of Irish goods in Robins, Champagne and Silver Buckles, pp 14, 45, 54–5.


25 The case made by Lawrence McBride that the Dublin Castle administration was effectively Catholicised in the period after 1892 has recently been challenged by Fergus Campbell in The Irish Establishment 1879–1914 (Oxford, 2009).


26 See Toby Barnard, ‘The viceregal court in later seventeenth-century Ireland’, in E. Cruikshanks (ed.), The Stuart Courts (Stroud, 2000), pp 256–65.


27 Speeches of the Duke of Wellington on the Presentation of the Petitions against the Bill for the Abolition of the Lord Lieutenant of Ireland (London, 1850).


28 It had been rumoured in 1910 that the Catholic Liberal Lord Granard might succeed Aberdeen, with his American-born wife becoming vicereine, but this had come to nothing, New York Times, 16 Jan. 1910.





CHAPTER 2



Viceroys? The Irish Chief Governors 1541–1641
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Ciaran Brady


I


If one were to follow the title of this volume precisely, there is a sense in which this chapter is of little relevance to its primary concerns. For while the title of lord lieutenant began to become more common in the years after 1660, and became standard after the appointment of the earl of Rochester to that post in December 1700, in the period between 1541 and 1660, during which some eighty commis sions of appointment to the Irish chief governorship were recorded, no more than nine of the appointees (or little more than ten per cent) were accorded the privileged title of lord lieutenant. When, moreover, the period under review is further refined, the irrelevance of the title to the Irish office is even more marked. Fully five of the nine commissions of lord lieutenancy were issued after 1641 (two of them being granted to the Cromwells, father and son), leaving only four especially privileged personages who had been granted the title from a total of sixty commissions to the chief governorship in the century before.1


The privilege enjoyed by these four should not, moreover, be exaggerated. For of the four, two (the earls of Essex and Strafford) were executed for treason, one (the earl of Devonshire) died under a cloud, and the fourth (the earl of Sussex) was almost ruined by his experience in Ireland. The title, though much sought after, was also most grudgingly given. Thus Sussex, the first governor to be so elevated in the period, secured the title only on his fourth commission of appointment after he had held office almost continually for over four years, and even then was given the ambiguous title of ‘lieutenant general and lord deputy’, a formulation that suggested a divergence between the roles of the lieutenant and those of the conventional title of the chief governor. Similarly, the commission received by Essex in 1599 recognised him as ‘lieutenant general and general governor of Ireland’, a title which, though more grandiose than that accorded Sussex, still maintained a separation of roles.2 Lord Mountjoy was the first to be given the clear title of lord lieutenant upon his creation as earl of Devonshire, but also only on his fourth appointment to office; while Strafford was made lieutenant only after seven years in office, and three months before his recall. And then there were those who sought for the title and failed to get it. The several early drafts of instructions drawn up for Sir Henry Sidney on his nomination to the viceroyalty in 1565 assumed that he would retain the title of his predecessor Sussex, but when he was finally sworn in to office in the following year it was in the humbler status of lord deputy.3 He didn’t give up; several years later when, in the midst of the crisis of the Desmond rebellion, Sidney’s name was again canvassed for the Irish governorship he made it a condition that this time he should have the title of lieutenant. He was never offered the job.4


The reticence of the Crown in according such an honour to its Irish chief governors was due to several factors. Considerations of court politics and court protocols played a role. It is significant that the title was conferred only upon senior peers and those whose position at the centre of court was already (apparently) established. To have granted it otherwise to ambitious aspirants such as Sidney or Wentworth, who would have used it to enhance their stand ing at the centre of power, might easily have proved a source of disturbance and suspicion at the royal court. But the ambivalence of the titles conferred upon Sussex and Essex also suggests a somewhat unresolved attitude on the part of the Crown toward the role of its chief Irish office. As deputies or governors, the viceroys were understood to be invested with the mix of political, administrative, judicial and policing powers traditionally associated with the office of the chief governor. To have added a title of lieutenancy to this might, in view of the largely military duties allotted to the county lords lieutenant in provincial England, have given an indication of the special military powers and authority required in exceptional and temporary circumstances, not intended as a permanent addition to the work of the chief governors.5


Two historical inheritances, one from the later middle ages, the other more recent, further contributed to this nervousness about the chief governor’s title, especially in the later sixteenth century. Though it was almost equally rare in the middle ages, when the term ‘justiciar’ was most commonly used in denominating the principal Irish office, formulations not unlike ‘lord lieutenant’ were occasionally used.6 Edward II’s favourite Piers Gaveston, for example, was appointed the ‘king’s lieutenant of Ireland’ in 1308. But this appointment was a sinecure, and Gaveston, who held the office for less than a year, was of course an absentee. As this suggests the title was normally an honorific one granted to a great – or favoured – courtier, or to a member of the royal family. Henry VII, for example, appointed his uncle Jasper to the office as a gift on his accession to the Crown in 1485 and then conferred it on his younger son Henry while he was still a baby in 1494, while Henry VIII himself bestowed it upon his illegitimate son Henry, duke of Richmond.7 But there were some exceptions to this pattern. On rare occasions the title was conferred on a figure who was willing to take on the entire government of Ireland as a sub-contract from the Crown. Such was the case with the appointment of Roger Mortimer in the 1380s.8 And it is possible that it was similar thinking that underlay the 9th earl of Kildare’s impudent action in having himself appointed lieutenant to ‘Edward VI’, the impostor Lambert Simnel.


The last case of an appointed lord lieutenant in the years before 1541 is also the most interesting. Appointed king’s lieutenant in March 1520, Thomas Howard, earl of Surrey, a senior and most trusted courtier to Henry VIII, was granted almost plenipotentiary powers to reassert Tudor rule in Ireland by all means necessary. At first the means seemed to be by force and Surrey’s title appeared to sanction an overwhelmingly military approach. But as his viceroyalty developed and the realisation of the unlikely success of such a course became evident, Surrey’s experience led him to take a marked turn toward conciliation, the ‘sober drifts and politic ways’ that was to issue finally in the grand constitutional initiative centring around the establishment of Ireland as a kingdom in 1541.9


This ‘constitutional revolution’ of 1541 was the second and more immediate historical development which rendered the concept of the ‘lieutenancy’ more problematic. Signalling the end of the long war of conquest and proclaiming the equality of native Irish and English colonists under a common Irish sovereign who was also independently king of England, the act for the kingly title seemed to render the notion of a lieutenancy in any of its previous manifestations quite redundant. The idea that it should be an honorific sinecure conferred upon a relative or favourite was, of course, unacceptable. And similarly suggestions that the new Irish sovereign was in need of an inter vening person separating him from his Irish subjects, or, again, that Ireland might be taken out on indenture by a powerful magnate, were not to be entertained. And finally, the conception of the lieutenancy as a specifically military office charged with the particular duty of making war against the king’s Irish enemies was hardly to be entertained in an era where conciliation and assimilation were supposed to have replaced confrontation and conquest.10


Such reasons underlay the reticence with which the great title was conferred and more importantly the manner in which the inferior title of deputy was considered honourable enough in itself. For in the new environment the role of the Irish chief governor as deputy was immeasurably enhanced. No longer the deputy of the lord of Ireland, or of the lieutenant of the lord of Ireland, he was in a real sense a viceroy – a proxy for a king of Ireland who was represented in his person.11


Thus whether the title conferred was lieutenant, deputy or merely lord justice, the office of the chief governor of Ireland was one of immense and in comparable authority. It was indeed the single most powerful office in the entire English governing structure, surpassing in its range of formal administrative, fiscal and judicial powers (though not, of course in its political influ ence) even the highest offices of state in the English central administration.


II


The Irish chief governor was, to begin with, head of the largest civil and military establishment within the Tudor regime outside central government. His powers of executive appointment extended through a whole range of military appointments – garrison commanders, constableships, senechalships, ordnance officers, and temporary military commissions – as well as through an equally large range of lesser appointments in the civil, legal and financial administration of the government in Dublin. Major executive appointments in Ireland – those of lord chancellor, vice-treasurer, chief justices, and other senior positions in chancery and exchequer – remained formally in the hands of the Crown; but even here, an Irish viceroy could, if he played the game deftly, exercise a decisive influence over these appointments as well.12


The political, military and diplomatic powers of the governor were remarkably extensive. He might proclaim rebels, make outlaws, make war, negotiate peace, extend pardons and levy support from the English community in Ireland for all his efforts. In all of such decisions the viceroy was supposed to take advice from the Irish council. But the diverse and diffuse nature of that body, which officially included noble, ecclesiastical and judicial members of the old colonial community (not all of whom were regular attendees) as well as English administrative and legal appointees, usually allowed the governor ample opportunity for manipulation and management. Such control was by no means guaranteed, and there were critical occasions of dispute between the governors and their council which shall be noted below. For the greater part, however, most governors of this period demonstrated an assured ability to exert their will over the council.13


As chair of the council the governor also exercised extensive judicial powers. The Irish council did not formally sit as a court of equity, along the lines of the early Tudor English innovation, Star Chamber, until the establishment of the parallel institution of Castle Chamber in 1560. Prior to this it sat frequently to hear and determine important cases; and while the governor was expected in these circumstances to take council from his law officers, his personal influence over the determination of cases and the enforcement of judgments could, if shrewdly deployed, be decisive.14


Independently of the council, and indeed of the treasury and exchequer, the governor also enjoyed considerable autonomy in matters of finance. The management of his household, which normally included a substantial element of the garrison, was entirely a private matter concerning which the vice-treasurer or other Crown officials lacked any role. And while the governors usually complained that the running of their household was a cause of huge financial loss, it also gave them remarkable freedom in negotiating victualling, maintenance and other service contracts with the local community in a manner that offered both financial and political opportunity.15 In addition to his private affairs, the governor enjoyed the power to issue grants and leases and reversions of leases of Crown lands, though his decisions had to be registered in the exchequer. More importantly, as the Crown’s principal military officer, the governor enjoyed by delegation the power to exact purveyance and scutage, the prerogative rights to commandeer goods and demand payment in lieu of military service.16 And finally, though less often noticed, the governor had acquired over time the right through custom and practice to issue concordatums, or orders authorising the issue and receipt of payments of often substantial sums for particular purposes.17


In the decades before 1534, Irish governors had occasionally been granted license to summon parliament and to prorogue it at will. Such an extraordinary constitutional power was, however, in large part an historical anachronism derived from the governor’s role as the protector of the lordship of Ireland and the promoter of the original conquest. Long before the permanent resumption of English control over Irish government in the 1530s such a power had been significantly diminished both by statutory restrictions, most notably Poynings’ Law, and by practical political intervention from England.18


The establishment of continuous rule from Whitehall, which occurred in the wake of the Kildare rebellion, thus resulted in a permanent reduction of the Irish governor’s autonomy. After 1534 no governor would henceforth assume the right to summon a parliament without express instruction from the Crown. And with the increase in the number of English-born administrators and soldiers serving the Crown, the viceroy’s potential to exercise autonomy in his decision making was correspondingly reduced. The creation in 1560 of a new office of secretary of state, with responsibilities to report directly to the privy council in Whitehall, was also intended as a check on the governor’s executive independence. But such restraints were irksome only in exceptional cases. In their initiation and development of legislative programmes the governors usually enjoyed the full support of Whitehall, which normally acted as means of constraining the effects of parliamentary opposition rather than supplementing it. The addition to the Irish council of newly arrived English Crown servants, suspicious of and suspected by the local political elites, usually added to rather than diminished the practical influence of the viceroy. Epitomising this process, the Irish secretary remained for most of the period highly supportive of (and frequently submissive to) the governor.19


Such potential restraints were in any case also accompanied by a massive increase in the character and extent of responsibility which was then imposed on the English chief governor in Ireland. After the attainder and destruction of the house of Kildare in 1536–7 the governor was, in the first place, charged with the responsibility of re-imposing English government in the land without the support and in face of the hostility and suspicion of the single most powerful political forces in the island, the nationwide Geraldine network of alliance and clientage. In this he might count on the support of the equally widespread but rather less powerful network centring on the house of Ormond, but any such aid would come at a price.20 In addition the new English governor was at exactly the same time charged, along with the newly appointed archbishop of Dublin, with the unprecedented task of overseeing and enforcing major changes in the organisation and character of the church in Ireland attendant upon King Henry’s break with Rome, the establish ment of royal supremacy over the church in his dominions and the introduction of several liturgical and procedural changes within the structure of the church in Ireland.21


It was in the context of this obligation to undertake an unparalleled experiment in innovation – the enforcement of a nationwide policy of conformity and uniformity over the church – that a further exceptional responsibility was placed in the hands of the governor in the 1540s. This was the task of rolling out an extensive and complex diplomatic initiative under which all of the great provincial and local dynasties in Ireland would be peacefully assimilated as subjects of the king of England, equal under the law to their old English-Irish rivals, under the aegis of a dual monarchy proclaimed in the act for the kingly title of 1541.


The desirability of establishing a new and direct relationship with the great powers of provincial Ireland had been in Henry VIII’s mind since early in his reign. But it was the compound crisis of the political vacuum created by the destruction of the Geraldine leadership and the need to repudiate the sanction given by Rome under the papal bull Laudabiliter (1154) to Henry II to conquer Ireland, that gave renewed urgency to this project. Under the terms of the act for the kingly title passed in the Irish parliament the ancient war of conquest, long abandoned in practice, but still legally operative, was completed. The native Irish had surrendered and offered allegiance, and the lord of the conquerors had not only received them to mercy and pardon but had graciously condescended to be their Irish sovereign, independently of his sovereignty of the people of England. This new Irish sovereignty was, however, to be far from independent of England. The two kingdoms were from henceforth to be indissolubly linked in the person of the English monarch. And all of the laws, institutions, social structures, religious practices and cultural mores which were distinctive to England were gradually to be introduced into Ireland, wholly displacing any alternative forms that existed there. The aim of the new project was not the revival and continuation of the old military conquest, but the inauguration of a sustained programme of acculturation whose ultimate purpose was the fabrication of a little England in Ireland.22


The constitutional necessities and strategic advantages of this ‘revolution’ in royal policy were clear, but the practical ramifications of the aspiration peacefully to absorb the native and colonial elites of the island under the auspices of a new united Irish kingdom were formidable in the extreme. Such a massively ambitious exercise in political change would have been demanding under any conditions, but given the highly unfavourable conditions obtaining in the country in the wake of the Geraldine rebellion and the rising disaffection within the English Pale with the ecclesiastical changes of the early Reformation, it could hardly have been introduced under less auspicious circumstances. And given furthermore the extremely rudimentary, under-financed, unstable and endemically corrupt nature of the English administrative system which was charged with the execution of the project, it is surprising that anyone thought the matter feasible in the first place.23 That so many figures sought and accepted appointment to the Irish office, and that, following the failures of their predecessors, so many continued to devise ways of bring it to completion, is a testimony not only to the audacity, ambition and fool-hardiness of the early-modern English political elite, but also to their continued confidence in the special capacity of the Irish viceroyalty to serve its purpose.
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