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Introduction


The surviving correspondence of the O’Connell family is staggering in size and content. A large part of the correspondence is made up of letters between Mary and Daniel O’Connell. There are 315 extant letters written by Mary O’Connell between the years 1800 and 1836, 262 of which were written to her husband. When added to the 764 surviving letters she received from him, they make an astounding collection. In addition to the correspondence between husband and wife for these years, letters between them and their children still exist, as do letters amongst the siblings. The family papers also include the reminiscences of Ellen O’Connell-FitzSimon, a journal of Kate O’Connell and a small diary of Daniel O’Connell, Jr.1


My research on Mary O’Connell began with the letters published in The Correspondence of Daniel O’Connell (8 vols, Shannon, 1972), edited by Professor M.R. O’Connell. Reading through these transcriptions proved much quicker and easier on the eyes than reading pages of hand-written documents, and I owe a debt to Professor O’Connell for accurate transcriptions, and for his careful annotations. Due to deadlines and constraints of space, Professor O’Connell was forced to edit the letters, and he notes that what was taken out (all carefully marked by ellipses) included any material he found ‘tedious’ or ‘repetitious’, much of which dealt with family matters. Therefore, upon concluding my analysis of all the published letters (including the correspondence published by W.J. Fitzpatrick in 18882), it was necessary to look at the originals as well in order to glean information lost in those ellipses.


Professor O’Connell estimated that there were 660 extant letters from O’Connell to Mary.3 To my surprise and delight, I found over one hundred more, making a total of 1026 letters between the couple. Of these, 176 had never been published. The material that previous scholars thought to be irrelevant proved to be the heart of my research, for it is in this mass of seemingly extraneous detail that the private lives of Mary and Daniel emerge. From the ‘trivial’ accounts of family matters emerge many stories, each shedding light on the virtually unexamined world of Mary O’Connell.


Historians generally agree that Mary was a good match for O’Connell. Robert Dudley Edwards wrote that despite Mary’s lack of fortune, her


gifts were, however, far more necessary to him [O’Connell]. She had no brilliance, could in no way outshine him, but was an admirable recipient for all his confidences. She provided, in addition to their substantial family, a wealth of common sense and down-to-earth devotion to his family, to his interests, to his career.


She was, in short, ‘probably the most stabilizing influence on his career’.4 Michael MacDonagh depicts O’Connell in his domestic life as ‘supremely happy … at home there was always peace and sunshine, the love of a most devoted wife, and the endearing voices of children’.5 Fergus O’Ferrall writes of Mary, ‘She was intelligent, perceptive and understanding, and she and her children gave O’Connell enormous praise and support … Mary was crucial for O’Connell in being perhaps the only human being in whom he could confide, almost totally, his misgivings, vanities, triumphs and defeats.’ While generous in his depiction of Mary as a wife, O’Ferrall is less than kind in his assessment of Mary as a mother, stating, ‘due to O’Connell’s lengthy and frequent absences [the children] were probably more influenced by her. The tremendous O’Connell life-force displayed by Hunting Cap and Daniel O’Connell was not transmitted through Mary O’Connell to the next generation, which was characterised by bourgeois mediocrity.’6


Each of these descriptions views Mary in relation to how O’Connell perceived her or how she affected his life. None view her in her own right, as a person, a woman. In these few phrases of O’Connell’s biographers she is flat and lifeless, the many sides to her personality hidden under O’Connell’s massive shadow.


Helen Mulvey’s treatment of the O’Connell correspondence, specifically the letters between Mary and Daniel, was the first to intimate that Mary O’Connell was ‘a more complicated, interesting and forceful woman than any of O’Connell’s biographers have suggested’.7 Oliver MacDonagh, in his biography of O’Connell, has painted perhaps the most rounded and sensitive portrait of Mary O’Connell.8 Still, in both these works, Mary is portrayed only in relation to the Liberator. Her influence on O’Connell has been exaggerated, while her private domestic concerns are trivialized and even criticized. O’Connell’s biographers make Mary over to mirror his public persona—be it as a subordinate wife or an intellectual companion. None of these approaches is true to Mary’s real character.


In order to place Mary at the centre of this study and to explore the complexity of her experience as a middle-class Catholic woman in nineteenth-century Ireland, I have opted against the standard chronological format of the traditional biography. A strict adherence to chronology in telling Mary’s tale would bring the political events of the day to the fore of my narrative. Daniel O’Connell would once again take centre stage, leaving Mary hidden in the background. Instead I have opted for a thematic approach. Each chapter will address a certain issue in Mary’s life and also will allow a glimpse into the lives of middle-class Catholic women in the early decades of the nineteenth century. To aid the reader, chapter one gives a biographical overview of the life from which are drawn the more intimate, detailed and personal accounts of the later chapters.9


While the primary source material for this project is extensive, it does leave many gaps. In the first place, material pertaining to Mary before her marriage to O’Connell is non-existent. Second, letters between Mary and her mother, daughters, sisters and female friends are also no longer extant. Third, many of the letters Mary wrote to her husband were destroyed or are missing. This is especially true of any chastising or ‘scolding’ letters O’Connell may have received from his wife, which he himself destroyed. Finally, because Mary and Daniel were rarely separated after 1830 (she followed him to London during the parliamentary sessions, leaving her grown children in Ireland), little is known of Mary’s life in the years preceding her death in 1836 at the age of fifty-eight.


Having said that, the letters are still enormously valuable and open several relevant topics worthy of discussion. Most obviously, a portrayal of Mary O’Connell must include an analysis of marriage, domesticity and mothering—for these were central to her world. In addition, I have investigated the role Mary played with regard to her family’s religious practices, the importance of health and well-being in nineteenth-century Ireland and the many aspects of kin work—letter writing, gossip and visiting—through which Mary retained and strengthened her family’s extended kin network.


Mary’s story will fill a gap in the history of women in Ireland. There is very little source material available to document the experiences of Irish women of any rank, religion or era. Moreover, little scholarly study has been carried out on the scant source material in existence, although increased interest and research in the field of women’s history is beginning to fill this void.10 L.A. Clarkson and L.M. Cullen have both utilized the memoirs of Dorothea Herbert to ascertain patterns of ‘love, labour and life,’ in and around late-eighteenth-century Carrick-on-Suir. Stella Tillyard’s research on the Lennox sisters provides further insight into the social and cultural history of female members of the ascendancy in Ireland in the late eighteenth and early nineteenth centuries; the diary of Mary Shackleton furnished Kevin O’Neill with the source material for his analysis of gender and adolescence in rural areas during the same period; and Mary McNeill’s biography of Mary Ann McCracken tells the story of a Belfast woman in the tumultuous 1790s and after. The letters between Bishop Edward Synge and his daughter Alicia, recently published in full and edited by Marie-Louise Legg, are a valuable source for women’s and social history. The experience of Mary O’Connell—the only Catholic among the women listed above and, with McCracken, the only member of the middle class—will add to this small pool of knowledge.11 This biographical account, then, also stands as a social and cultural history of Ireland from 1800 to 1836, a period in which great change took place—the industrial revolution in England, the fall of the ancien régime in France, unprecedented population growth in Ireland, the collapse of ancient Gaelic culture and language, the Act of Union and Catholic Emancipation.


Daniel Corkery first coined the term ‘the Hidden Ireland’ in his work of the same title first published in 1925. The concept has long since been established as a means of interpreting the eighteenth- and early nineteenth-century economic and social history of Ireland. The problem with Corkery’s theory is that it depends on the existence of two opposing cultural worlds: the ruling élite and the common people. For Corkery, the worlds of the Protestant ascendancy and the Gaelic peasantry were wholly separate ones, between which no interaction could take place. While few historians today would entirely accept Corkery’s concept of Ireland, his underlying image of a culturally divided society continues to hold influence.12


S.J. Connolly has criticized Corkery’s over-simplified view of Irish society, while recognizing what he calls ‘vertical’ lines of divisions that separated ethnic and religious groups, and ‘horizontal’ lines that divided social classes, and agreeing that the terms of élite and popular culture remained useful analytical categories. Connolly argues that ‘it still remains possible to speak of a popular culture, distinguished from that of the elite by being, not necessarily illiterate, but dependent on the spoken word, governed by custom and ritual, localistic, community-minded and conservative’.13 Drawing on Peter Burke’s work, Connolly adds that the various groups standing apart from either the elites or the commoners could be considered as ‘mediators, persons with a foot in both cultural worlds that acted as channels of communication between them’.14 Kevin Whelan, in his analysis of Catholic middlemen in eighteenth-century Ireland, has identified an ‘underground gentry’—descendants of the old, Catholic, landowning families who became middlemen and farmers. ‘As the de facto leaders of Catholic society,’ Whelan writes, ‘in a situation where vertical attachments persisted after their landed power was broken, such families had a pivotal brokerage role to play in the articulation of political and popular culture.’15


It is within this group that we find the old, landowning O’Connell family of County Kerry. The family had been a ‘minor but persistent force’ in the county for two centuries. More than any other factor, it was their geographic location—the western portion of the main peninsula of Kerry, also known as Iveragh— that allowed them to survive and indeed advance as small gentry. The rugged terrain of their ancestral home was not conducive to Anglicization, while the extensive Kerry coastline allowed for the smuggling of contraband which was sold to the gentry for profit and legal immunity.16


Like their counterparts, the O’Connells considered themselves—and more importantly were considered by their communities—to be a parallel aristocracy with more authentic claims to the land than any of the surrounding Protestant gentry. In political terms, the community’s acceptance and acknowledgement of the self-image of these gentlemen farmers facilitated the generation of ‘a residual respect, which cushioned their decline and allowed these families to replicate their traditional status and leadership role’.17 Moreover, these families, who often held a ‘more cosmopolitan window on the world’ than their landed Anglican counterparts, remained at the pinnacle of the social community within their areas of influence.18


The lifestyle of this underground gentry had many facets. They were obsessive about their ancestry. They became extremely influential within the Catholic Church. They enjoyed social prestige within their community and held responsibilities to local families to act as sponsors, to settle disputes and to set moral standards. In addition, these families acted as ‘brokers’ across political, social, cultural and economic boundaries. At ease with both gentry and common traditions and cultures, they effectively ‘bridged two worlds. They were the hubs around which Catholic society revolved, the solid backbone of the emerging Catholic nation in the eighteenth and early nineteenth centuries.’19


This is the milieu from which Daniel O’Connell emerged, and which he never wholly abandoned. O’Connell was steeped in the Gaelic culture of his native Kerry, and twice yearly visited Iveragh for a vacation. These visits allowed him to regain a sense of his own identity; MacDonagh says they were ‘literally recreative: they restored his harmony’.20 Like other members of his class, O’Connell enthusiastically followed the leisurely pursuits of a gentleman while on vacation. Hunting and horse racing were some of his favourite pastimes while in Kerry. He regularly attended festivals and patterns. Furthermore, his extravagant hospitality and generous attention to kinship obligations exemplify the Gaelic ideal of gentility and breeding.


Fostered until the age of four, O’Connell’s first world was that of the Gaelic peasant. His removal as a young boy to his uncle’s home at Derrynane, however, also signalled his removal from this Gaelic world. The house itself, the first slated construction in Iveragh, stands as a symbol of social change and modernization. Still, the process of de-Gaelicization was hardly complete.21 Gradually, a more formal and distant relationship developed between members of the peasantry and the Catholic gentry. As the gap widened, traditional Gaelic culture, measured in part by the use of the Irish language, fell into decline. Corkery attributes this almost entirely to political defeats. Economics was also a factor. The increased circulation of bills of exchange and bank notes in English encouraged learning that language. Economic expansion brought more extensive means of communications and increased mobility, which resulted in many Irish leaving home or entering the military. Mobility in turn exposed more people to new customs, assumptions, languages and cultures, all of which facilitated change.22 O’Connell himself firmly believed that ‘the superior utility of the English tongue, as the medium of all modern communication, is so great that I can witness without a sigh the gradual disuse of Irish’.23 The rationale behind this view went beyond the superior utility of the English language. Most obviously, the Gaelic way of life, as many saw it, was less advanced than the English. As Gerard Murphy puts it:


A natural tendency to choose what is economically advantageous in preference to what is economically disadvantageous, to choose the mature in preference to the immature, to choose civilization in preference to barbarism, and to choose what is vital and growing in preference to what is decaying, is doubtless, then, what has all along been at the root of the gradual yet consistent abandonment of Gaelicism by those born into it.24


Gradually, then, Irish society in the late eighteenth century became increasingly complex and unstable. The Penal Laws had been in place in Ireland since the seventeenth century.25 Despite these restrictions, Catholicism was widely practised without much government interference. As the eighteenth century progressed the penal codes were relaxed. By the 1790s Catholic priests were trained at Maynooth, Catholics could buy and sell land, intermarriage between Catholics and Protestants was allowed, and, in 1792–3, the franchise was granted. In 1792 Catholics were allowed to sit at the bar, prompting O’Connell’s uncle ‘Hunting Cap’ to direct his nephew into the legal profession.


With the relaxation of the penal codes, the Protestant majority went on the defensive. The patriarchal bond which joined the Gaelic lord and his followers no longer existed by the late eighteenth century. No longer did the gentry hold any military or political power with which to defend their followers. Furthermore, the money economy of the new world was fast replacing the trade and service system that had characterized Gaelic life. This new system eroded the affectionate bond between the patriarchal lord and his follower. As a result, the breach between Catholic peasantry and Catholic gentry grew.26


Another important development was the emergence of a Catholic middle class. The penal laws having effectively wiped out Catholic landowners, Catholics took up different pursuits. Their representation within the professions gradually increased throughout the early nineteenth century. As they rose to affluence through professions such as medicine, commerce and, later, law, the new middle class rebelled against their exclusion from political life and societal influence. Gradually, they replaced the Catholic landowners as the representatives of Catholic interests. Consequently, they became the new class of mediators, with Daniel O’Connell at their head.27


O’Connell’s healthy earnings at the bar placed his family in the upper ranks of the middle class. The year O’Connell married Mary he made approximately £500. By 1807, his work at the bar, coupled with an increase in special engagements, earned him £2000. This total increased to £3000 within four years and was probably £6000 or £7000 by 1815. In addition, from 1809 on O’Connell, as a Kerry landowner, took in upwards of £1000 per annum in rent. 28


As a member of a growing middle class, Mary lived a life marked by the overlaps that accompanied the social, political, philosophical and economic changes of her era. Ideas and practices that were both traditional and modern, patriarchal and domestic, superstitious and scientific, pagan and orthodox, public and private, combined to influence the ways in which her contemporaries lived out their lives.


In 1778, the year Mary O’Connell was born, there were still many areas in Ireland where Irish was the language most commonly used. The life of the Catholic gentry was still ‘largely Gaelic in tone’, although most were bilingual, speaking English amongst themselves and with the Protestant ascendancy, while using Irish with the local tenantry and servants. Mary, however, was far removed from this Gaelic heritage. Born and bred in the small Kerry town of Tralee, the product of a mixed marriage, she had very little exposure to the Gaelic background in which her husband was so immersed. She had little or no Irish. When discussing the wet-nurse engaged for her first-born son, Maurice, she told her husband, ‘[S]he does not speak a word of English which to me you know is unpleasant.’ Still, she would make do with the woman, who was the wife of O’Connell’s foster brother, for which reason the woman was chosen in the first place.29 Elevated in rank by her marriage into the old landowning O’Connell family, she embarked with her new husband on a path toward modernization. Although she clung to some traditional practices, in every aspect of her life, be it her ideas on domesticity, her religious practices or her theories on child-rearing, Mary embraced the new and progressive ideals of her class and era, almost more so than her learned husband. The King of the Beggars was in fact married to a Queen of the Bourgeoisie.

















CHAPTER ONE


Mary O’Connell


Mary O’Connell was born in Tralee, Co. Kerry, on 25 September 1778. Her father, Thomas O’Connell, was a physician there. O’Connell, a member of the Church of Ireland, was a widower with three children when he married Mary’s mother, Ellen Tuohy. Ellen was a Catholic, and thus, as was the fashion, all the girls of this union, including Mary, were raised as Catholics, and the boys as Protestants. The family was a large one—eleven children, counting the three from the first marriage. Thomas’s death in 1785, and the subsequent loss of his income, brought financial difficulty to the family. The large number of children and the family’s relative poverty meant that Mary would have no dowry, an extreme handicap for any woman wishing to make a good marriage. Little is known of Mary’s early life, but after her father died, she remained in her mother’s home in Tralee.


Tralee was a thriving town in the late eighteenth century. Its location at the head of Tralee Bay and the lack of any rival towns in Kerry made it the focal point of economic activity in the south-west of Ireland. The booming grain trade created an influx of wealth and prosperity in the town, which in turn spurred vast urban renewal projects. Main Street was extended and the river, which originally flowed past the Great Castle, was diverted so as to pass through the Mall and Bridge Street instead. The town hub, known as the Square, was also substantially reorganized. New assembly rooms replaced the market house, county court house and gaol located on the Square’s northern side; and soon the Square became the social centre of the county. Other projects included the construction of several housing blocks for the increasingly large middle class. Stoughton’s Row, Godfrew Place, James’s Street and Prince’s Quay all followed the 1805 construction of Day Place. Financed by the local judge, Robert Day, Day Place was a successful speculative venture of ten houses, all boasting cut-stone steps and ornamental railings. It was here that Mary’s sister Betsey and her husband James Connor made their home.1


In 1800, Mary entered into a secret discourse with Daniel O’Connell of Derrynane, Co. Kerry. The two probably met at one of the many social functions surrounding the circuit court session. As a young barrister, O’Connell rode the circuit twice every year, travelling from assize town to assize town with the other attorneys and judges, taking on cases upon arrival. Since O’Connell hailed from Kerry, it was only logical that he travel the Munster circuit, which incorporated Cork and Limerick cities, Ennis and Tralee. Here his many friends and relatives provided ample business for the ambitious young lawyer.


For Mary, and the residents of Tralee, the assizes brought a welcome diversion around which a whirlwind of social events took place. The session was as popular as, and even more accessible than, the theatre. Perhaps Mary observed the young barrister as he defended a case; perhaps they met at one of the many social events surrounding the assizes. Or the two may have known each other even earlier than this, as Mary, through her father, was a distant cousin of Daniel’s. Moreover, Daniel’s friend and often co-counsel, James Connor, was married to Mary’s sister Betsey. It is likely that O’Connell lodged with the Connors, which would have put him directly in Mary’s path. In any event, in the autumn months of 1800, Mary and Daniel’s relationship blossomed into intimacy and before long the two were secretly engaged. Secrecy was necessary due to the fact that Daniel stood to inherit a significant sum of money from his uncle Maurice O’Connell, fondly known as Hunting Cap. A marriage on the part of his young nephew, without gain of a dowry, was not to be tolerated by the domineering ‘old gentleman’2 and thus a public attachment to Miss Mary O’Connell would not do.


Faced with such a dilemma, O’Connell considered the matter carefully—he claimed he loved her long before he ever spoke to her on the subject—and decided he had found in Mary a potential partner unlike any woman he had known before. He confessed that while he had spoken of love to other women, she was the only person he had ever addressed as his intended wife and partner. Though his letters seemed almost excessively impassioned, he assured Mary that his was not ‘the idle love of a romantick boy’; rather, he regarded her with ‘the affection of a man’.3 Still, O’Connell was fully aware of the inappropriateness of addressing the young Miss O’Connell under such unusual circumstances and he spoke sensitively on the subject in the earliest surviving letter between the two:


You will I hope, my dear Mary excuse me for not having written to you sooner. If it were a mere letter of ceremony or any matter of form I certainly should not have remained a week in town without having done that which Politeness requires; but when I write to you my heart and my affections are too deeply engaged to permit me lightly to put pen to paper, or to write with my usual rapidity … Believe me My sweet Mary, that I really and truly love you and that I anxiously await the moment of convincing you how sincere and how fixt [sic] my regard is for you. You have I hope a sufficient reliance on my honor to be convinced that I write but what I think. There certainly is a great delicacy in my addressing you. I mean that I feel my situation is peculiarly distressing and delicate. I know that my attachment for you is of the most pure and honorable kind, I have but one motive and that is to make you happy.—Yet my sweet love, you know that it is not in my power to publish my situation or to call on you in the face of the world for a return of regard. I feel that I do not merit your affection. I have not had it in my power to show you how much I desire to do so. But if you will take the word for the deed until I am able to give stronger proof you will believe that your happiness is dearer to me than any earthly object. If you concur with me in Sentiment. If I am happy enough to hold the first place in your affections. Then I conjure you by the sincerity of my love not to risk all my hopes of happiness by communicating to any person whatsoever our—shall I call it our attachment. You know as well as I do how much we have at stake in keeping the business secret. I have certainly more at stake than ever I had before or I really believe if I fail at present I shall ever have again. Secrecy is therefore a favour I earnestly beg of you.4


Mary willingly agreed to his request. She acknowledged his love as reciprocal and happily entered into the secret attachment he suggested. It was not, of course, easy to maintain such secrecy as was necessary. Immediately O’Connell saw the benefits of bringing Mary up to Dublin, where ‘I would have many more opportunities of seeing and conversing with you than in that prying, curious, busy town of Tralee’.5 While this plan was being realized, however, a secret and discreet correspondence would have to suffice.


In the beginning, O’Connell relied upon their friend Daniel O’Connell, known as Splinter, to convey his letters to Mary. Yet this was not always the most expedient method, especially if Splinter departed Tralee. Even when in Tralee the dedicated, but unappreciated, intermediary sometimes could not be found—at least not where he was supposed to be. ‘I was obliged to direct [my last letter] myself as that damned Splinter was at the play,’ O’Connell fumed. This problem occurred on more than one occasion and left O’Connell enraged. ‘He is not to be found,’ he complained to Mary. ‘He is very inconsiderate.’6 Moreover, the frequency of Splinter’s letters to Mary was bound to raise suspicion, and finally did so when Mary’s brother Rickard intercepted one of the letters. Rickard O’Connell was extremely displeased and thought it highly improper that Mary should hold a correspondence with any young man.7


Gradually, then, the circle of those in the know grew. O’Connell himself wrote to Mary’s mother because he ‘felt that mentioning it to her was a compliment which I justly owed to your delicacy’.8 Ellen O’Connell was delighted with the news. According to Mary, O’Connell had made her mother ‘the happiest of women’ by letting her in on the secret.9 Once Ellen O’Connell was in the circle, she helped in furthering the couple’s attachment. When Rickard O’Connell protested Mary’s receipt of letters from a young admirer, Ellen intervened on Mary’s behalf, saying she sanctioned the correspondence and found no impropriety in the letters. Lying to Rickard, she claimed she read the letters and found them to be ‘of the most innocent nature’. Rickard would not be appeased, however, until he wrote to Mary on the subject himself. The incident provoked a letter from Ellen O’Connell to Daniel, begging that he desist with the correspondence to spare Mary any more remarks from her brother.10


The lengths to which O’Connell went in diverting attention from his new romance knew no bounds. Following Mary’s mother’s plea to desist from writing, O’Connell sent Mary a ‘mock’ letter regarding a lottery ticket. By discussing a trivial and impersonal topic he then was able to write to her directly ‘without risk of my letter being seen or spoken of if it were so seen as to render it necessary for you to tell a slight fib about it’, he later explained.11


Of course tricks like these were impractical for two young lovers bent on regular correspondence. Therefore, James Connor, O’Connell’s law partner and Mary’s brother-in-law, was also let in on the secret, and O’Connell began to direct his letters through James. While more reliable than Splinter, James had his shortcomings as a courier as well. One of the first letters Mary received via James had James’s handwriting on the envelope. His wife Betsey, present when the letter was delivered, recognized the writing and for some reason was convinced that her husband had fallen ill. She could not be persuaded otherwise until Mary told her the truth. Now four individuals besides Mary and Daniel knew of their secret.12


Worries that news of their attachment might spread further filled the pages of O’Connell’s early letters to his love. ‘For the world I would not have Rick[ard]’s wife know anything about it least [sic] it should reach the rest of her family who are proverbially indiscreet,’ he cautioned Mary.13 Another real fear was the irregularity of the post, which might allow letters to fall into the wrong hands. Mails were sometimes robbed and rumours circulated that the postmaster’s wife often took it upon herself to inspect Dublin letters before delivering them.14 Moreover, letters were not always the best means by which to express matters of the heart.


Despite these many obstacles, Daniel was not to be deterred. ‘It is the ceremony that remains to be performed that should by its forced omission weaken the claims I have on you or you on me in the sight of God and Man. That ceremony is, my love, necessary I do admit for the sake of society and order as well as for conscience and honour.’15 On 24 July 1802, with the aid of James and Betsy Connor and the complicity of Mary’s mother, the couple were secretly married in Dublin, by a Rev. Finn of Irishtown. Within a few days, Mary returned to lodgings in Tralee while Daniel continued to move between Dublin, his circuit practice and the family home in Kerry. Letters continued to be the sole means by which the couple developed their relationship.


In these early days, letters from her husband, addressed to ‘Miss Maria O’Connell’, were Mary’s only source of satisfaction. By early November, Mary was suffering not only from loneliness but also from the side-effects of her first pregnancy. So began several months of anxious worry as Daniel mustered the courage to face his uncle with the news of his secret marriage and pending fatherhood. In the end, his courage failed him and it was left to his brother John to inform Hunting Cap of his nephew’s betrayal. ‘My uncle is more grieved and exasperated than we were aware of,’ John confided to his brother. ‘I trust in God before many months elapse that [he] will overcome his disapprobation.’16


During the dreadful period of waiting for Hunting Cap’s response, the letters between the couple attempted to reassure each other of their future happiness together. While O’Connell strove to convince Mary of his indifference to the real possibility of losing his fortune, Mary sought to assure O’Connell that his choice of her was not a wrong one. ‘His [Hunting Cap’s] displeasure my Darling will I know give you more real sorrow than the loss of his fortune,’ she commiserated. Still, she assured him, ‘we will yet love be happy together. Depend on it.’17


The days of waiting must have been particularly difficult for Mary. She felt keenly the burden of being the cause of the falling out between her husband and his uncle. The episode caused a depression and uneasiness of spirits which in turn affected her physically. Through this illness, O’Connell continued to profess his undying love and disregard for fortune, his letters taking on a nearly wild tone. ‘If you were well I care not for uncle, relative, or fortune. I would accept poverty, tortures and death to give you either happiness or even a single proof of the unceasing and consuming passion which devours whilst it consumes this anguished heart of mine,’ he avowed.18 He begged her to keep her spirits up. ‘If you have any confidence in me surely you will take care of your health and not let the anger of my uncle … prey upon your mind.’19 Reassured, Mary seemed to recover. She reiterated her assurances that Hunting Cap’s displeasure would soon pass and that all would be well. ‘At all event he can’t prevent us from being happy together,’ she consoled. ‘I declare to you most solemnly that if he altered his will tomorrow it would not give me a moment’s unhappiness. It was not your fortune but yourself, my dearest heart, that I married. If you were possessed of but fifty pounds a year, I would be happy.’20


As time passed with no word from Hunting Cap, the couple lulled themselves into believing that no news was good news.21 When Hunting Cap finally handed down his ‘punishment’ nearly a year later—effectively disinheriting his nephew—O’Connell, now more secure in his marriage and in his bar earnings, wrote to Mary:


I really am surprised that I was so long a favourite of his and indeed I am almost ashamed of it. He could not but perceive that in every action my mind scorned the narrow bound of his. Darling, instead of vexing, it has amused me much and pleased me not a little. It surely in itself affords a vindication of my quarrel with him. How completely will he be despised … I have more happiness in thinking of my wife—the wife of my soul—than these wretches suppose can be found on earth. How little does this man know the delight I experience in calling you mine.22


Despite the circumstances of the marriage, O’Connell’s parents had no real objection to Mary, as John O’Connell assured his brother. ‘My father disapproves of your marriage only as far as he thinks it will hurt you with your uncle. At any moment you please, he is satisfied to receive Mary at Carhen.’23 O’Connell, however, did not immediately take his family up on the offer. In February 1803 he revealed to his wife that he had been house-hunting in Dublin and had every hope of finding a home that pleased her. ‘You know my plan of domestic felicity,’ he wrote. ‘You approve of it too and upon that account it is doubly dear to me. I cannot enjoy happiness out of your sweet society.’24 The search continued in April, with the help of James Connor, but to no avail. In truth, O’Connell’s precarious financial situation would not allow him the luxury of a family home for some time.25


In June 1803 Mary gave birth to her first son, Maurice, named after Hunting Cap. By August it was determined that Mary should leave Tralee and take up residence with her in-laws in Cahirciveen. The farmhouse at Carhen was of moderate size, located just outside Cahirciveen on the banks of an estuary. Surrounded by low mountains and lush countryside, the home allowed for breathtaking views in all directions. ‘How highly flattering to me my dearest love is the affection and kind attention I experience from all your dear family here,’ Mary wrote to O’Connell upon her arrival in Carhen. ‘[Y]our dear Father and Mother in particular who seem to vie with each other in giving me proofs of their affection. As for our dear little Maurice, he is already a favourite with all his acquaintances.’26 Yet a letter to her mother two months later revealed a different tone. O’Connell, who saw the letter, penned off a note to his upset wife. ‘I am sorry to perceive … that you have not the feel of being happy. Indeed … it grieves me most sincerely to think that there exist circumstances which I cannot control to give you uneasiness.’27


Although the letters are not explicit, it would appear Mary’s unhappiness came as a result of loneliness. Married for over a year, she had never properly lived with her husband, who was now away on the circuit. To make matters worse, she had no real home of her own. Alone with her in-laws in the small house at Carhen, aware that her position as O’Connell’s wife was not altogether a welcome one and had in fact caused his disinheritance, with no clear prospects of what the future held, it is understandable that she should have been on edge. The situation created tension among all parties involved, including O’Connell’s parents, Morgan and Catherine O’Connell. Although in no way openly hostile to Mary, it is clear that they lacked enthusiasm for the union and, as Mary and her children moved in, were highly inconvenienced. ‘Your father came to the gate to meet me and welcomed me in the kindest manner,’ Mary told O’Connell upon her return to Carhen in 1805. ‘Your mother was out walking but soon came in and received me rather stiffly. However, I don’t mind that as she is coming off of it this day.’28 Despite this report, O’Connell’s parents provided much-needed support to the young couple. Not only did they house Mary, but they also kept Maurice for nearly a year.


By March 1804 Mary was pregnant again, this time with Morgan, the couple’s second son. O’Connell had taken lodgings in Dublin in November 1803. Located on Upper Ormond Quay, the accommodation covered two floors and consisted of three rooms on the first floor and two on the second. ‘An admirably good kitchen and two servant rooms with coal cellar and a small wine vault,’ O’Connell related.29 Leaving Maurice behind in Carhen under the care of his grandparents and wet-nurse, Mary joined O’Connell in Dublin during the spring of 1804. In August, however, Mary once again made the long trek to Carhen. Reunited with Maurice, Mary waited out the end of her second pregnancy. She delivered Morgan in November, having removed to her mother’s home in Tralee for the birth.


Mary remained in Tralee with Morgan until O’Connell joined her there in late December. Together the couple and their child journeyed on to Carhen, where they celebrated the holidays. Mary remained until early May 1805, at which time she and O’Connell departed together for Dublin. By this stage Mary was about two months pregnant. Once in Dublin, the couple settled themselves into their newly purchased home on Westland Row, ‘a simple house, but a large one of its kind’.30 Happily ‘regulating matters’, Mary wrote to O’Connell that her only cause of distress was ‘taking possession without you and not having the happiness of seeing you in your own house, the day three years we were married’.31 Yet Mary did not long remain there either. By the end of July she was back on the road to Carhen where she stayed until after the birth of her third child, Ellen, on 12 November 1805. Early in 1806 she returned to her Dublin home with Maurice and Ellen in tow. Morgan, wet-nursed on Valentia Island, remained in Kerry. Joined by O’Connell’s sister Kitty, Mary finally was able to establish herself in her own residence.


Gradually the pattern of Mary and Daniel’s life together was established. Every March, O’Connell left for six or eight weeks on the Munster circuit. The letters flowed between the couple nearly every day. Once the sessions had ended, O’Connell usually travelled to Carhen and Derrynane to visit his family and take care of any business that might need attending. While there, he also enjoyed a holiday of hunting and riding. Then he returned home to Mary—or she joined him somewhere along the way—only to repeat the cycle again the following autumn.


By summer 1806 Mary was pregnant again. Kate, born in March 1807, was the first O’Connell child to be born in Dublin. Mary became pregnant again in November of the same year. The early months of 1808 proved to be difficult for Mary. Her brother Edward fell ill in Tralee. The doctor ‘holds out not the smallest hope of his recovery’, Mary informed O’Connell, who was away in Ennis.32 Every post brought further news of the young man’s illness. At the same time, O’Connell’s father was taken with ‘a severe fit’. Although he was later much improved, Mary’s letters continued to report on the health of both loved ones. So concerned was she over her brother’s imminent death, she confined herself to her room for two days, suffering from ‘grief and affliction’. O’Connell became so alarmed by her behaviour he considered returning directly to Dublin. His letters continually chastised her for giving way to such grief. He asked a colleague, William Bernard, to watch over her, and, ‘if it be impossible to give you sufficient fortitude to bear this calamity in my absence, I will consider my professional sacrifice of course as nothing compared with the duty and the desire of giving you support.’33


Fortunately Edward’s condition stabilized and O’Connell remained in Munster. Mary, however, was given little relief, for shortly thereafter her housekeeper, Mrs Ryan, became sick. For nearly three weeks the woman suffered through an agonizing illness before dying late in April. Although highly sympathetic to the woman’s plight, Mary was left greatly inconvenienced with four small children, one on the way, a household to run and a husband away. Luckily her sister-in-law, Betsey O’Connell, was able to lend her a hand. ‘I can’t tell you how glad I was to see her,’ Mary confided to her husband the morning after Betsey’s arrival.34


In July 1808, Mary delivered her third son, Edward O’Connell. Within weeks, she again removed her family to Tralee for their yearly holiday. Considering the difficulties in travel during the early nineteenth century, the frequency with which the O’Connells and their family and friends travelled is notable. Riding was the fastest, cheapest and least troublesome manner of getting around Ireland in the eighteenth and nineteenth centuries. It was the means by which most travellers, including most members of the Irish Bar, journeyed about the country. Another option for the traveller who did not own a horse or carriage was to hire a post-chaise. Although giving some shelter from the elements, the post-chaise covered only twenty to twenty-five miles a day. When travelling to areas off the beaten path, the jaunting car, particular to Ireland, was perhaps the best option. While not the most comfortable means of travel, it was cheap—around 6d. a mile—and readily available. Finally, the stagecoach brought great advancements in travel options. When, in 1784, a separate Post Office was established for Ireland, mail coach services were soon offered in addition to the stagecoach. In the early years, these coaches could carry only five passengers; as time passed they became larger, providing seating for as many as twenty. The southern mail coach left Dublin every night for Cork, taking passengers as well as post. As traffic increased, new and improved inns cropped up on roadsides, even in the most isolated places. These provided food, shelter and post horses to the weary or hurried traveller.


In general, the roads in Ireland were very good. The absence of heavy-goods traffic helped to preserve road surfaces, and since few trees or hedges lined the roads, the wind and sun could more easily dry them after each rain. Moreover, immense sums of money were put out annually on their repair. Yet, despite the absence of deep ruts and potholes, travel could be dangerous. Bandits and highwaymen plagued travellers for the first twenty years or so of the nineteenth century. Unsafe drivers and inclement weather also proved hazardous to passengers’ health. Furthermore, travel by coach was slow and expensive. The journey from Dublin to Cork, for example, could take up to eighteen hours; to Limerick, twenty-one. And of course, not all roads were good. Many were only ruts or narrow laneways. Travel through the mountains could be especially perilous, with steep inclines, falling rocks and dangerous precipices. It was this type of road which wound through most of Iveragh.35


Nearly every summer the family set out from Dublin to holiday in the country. Visiting family and friends in Kerry was one object of these trips. In addition, health and well-being also motivated city-dwellers like the O’Connells to seek the cleansing and beneficial air of the country. Especially in the summer, the intense heat and cramped quarters of the city created extremely unhygienic conditions in which disease could easily spread. Those of means evacuated the city in search of healthier environs. Often the destination was one of the many spas in Ireland where one could take the waters.


The ‘Irish Bath’ at Mallow was perhaps the most well-known watering hole in Ireland. Mary visited Mallow every summer between the years 1812 and 1814 to partake of the ‘spa’ in the hopes of improving her health.36 Located on the river Blackwater, the sleepy little town with its barracks and market-place had little to recommend it besides its warm springs, which were thought to cure consumption. In the summer, Mallow became a social venue for the fashionable and well-to-do. Here they drank the waters, meandered down the pleasant walks along the canals and cascades, bet on the races or attended the many dances and concerts held in the Assembly Room.37


In the beginning, Mary enjoyed herself at Mallow. Her letters to O’Connell described the bustling goings-on about the town as members of society arrived for the races. As long as the weather was good she found it pleasant, but ‘in bad weather it is a horrid place, the house comfortless and cold’.38 Gradually, she grew bored with the spa town. In 1814 she told O’Connell, ‘This place is as stupid as the village of Caher[civeen?] could possibly be. I read a good deal and Ellen now and then reads a Novel. We play cards every Night which is a great indulgence to the girls.’39 As the weather turned foul, so too did her temper: ‘In all my life I never saw such a wretched place as this Town.’ Indeed, she had had enough; the summer of 1814 was to be the family’s last in Mallow.40


The year 1809 proved even more difficult than the preceding one. Edward O’Connell, only six months old, died from an unidentified illness. Then, in March, Mary appears to have suffered a miscarriage, and in May O’Connell’s father died. By July, Mary was pregnant again and once more on the road to Tralee. As summer progressed, O’Connell began negotiations for a house in Merrion Square, which he finally purchased despite Mary’s objections to its cost. ‘I wish to God you could get the house in the Square off your hands,’ she implored O’Connell. ‘I can’t tell you, love, how unhappy I am about this business as I do not see the smallest chance of you ever getting it settled to your satisfaction … For God’s sake, darling love, let me entreat of you to give up this house in the Square if it is in your power as I see no other way for you to get out of difficulties.’41


The house was clearly an extravagant purchase, made solely to promote O’Connell’s growing social and political reputation. O’Connell had made his entrance into politics in 1800 during the union debate. Like his professional colleagues, he opposed the Act of Union, which would unite Britain and Ireland under one parliament located at Westminster. In 1804 he had become a member of the newly formed Catholic Committee. Among peers and baronets, he took his place as a representative of the increasingly vocal middle-class lawyers and merchants. As the composition and style of the Catholic Committee began to change, these young and energetic middle-class members moved to seize leadership. O’Connell’s aggressive politics and his reputation and talents as a lawyer propelled him to a position of power on the Catholic Committee. The Catholic Committees of each county usually held their meetings during the spring assizes, allowing O’Connell to participate at the local level, to reach more Catholics over a broader area, and to increase his support and promote his political advancement. By 1809, the appointment of the ‘notoriously unsympathetic’ William Wellesley-Pole as the chief secretary further stirred agitation amongst Catholics, leaving O’Connell poised on the verge of national leadership.42


Sitting on the south side of Merrion Square, O’Connell’s new house was a tall and stately brick structure, entirely Georgian in design. Black wrought-iron fencing and ornamental railings adorned its front steps and walk. Merrion Square was first laid out in 1762, and although it was not finished until well into the nineteenth century, its construction can be used to mark the beginning of modern Dublin. Already, the city had been laid out on its basic north-south axis along which, during the late eighteenth and early nineteenth centuries, the whole emphasis of the city shifted from Capel and Henrietta Streets, on the north side of the river Liffey, to Grafton Street on the south side. The dissolution of the Irish parliament in 1801 saw the evacuation of the many peers who had previously occupied Dublin’s large urban mansions. As a result of this exodus, the professional classes moved to prominence in Dublin society. Between 1798 and 1841 the population of Dublin increased from 170,000 to 232,000. As the new century progressed, leading business and professional men moved their family homes from the city centre to the suburbs.43 Gradually, the south-east portion of the city, including St Stephen’s Green, Merrion Square and Fitzwilliam Square, became home to ‘the nobility, the gentry and members of the liberal professions’ while the merchant and ‘official’ class remained on the north side.44


In February 1810 Mary gave birth to Betsey O’Connell, the first O’Connell child to be born at Merrion Square. Mary almost immediately became pregnant again, delivering John O’Connell in December of the same year. Following this, the birth of her seventh child, Mary had her first pregnancy-free year since her marriage in 1802. Between 1812 and 1816, Mary gave birth to five more children, only one of whom survived to adulthood.45 It was during these same years that O’Connell’s activities in Irish politics began to compete with both his legal practice and his family for his time and energies.


Throughout 1812, O’Connell redoubled his efforts for Catholic Emancipation. In order to involve larger numbers in the Emancipation movement, Catholic leaders began to hold aggregate or county meetings across the countryside, and O’Connell spoke at nearly every such meeting held during the summer circuit. By the winter of 1813, he had adopted a new style, as champion of the people, which suited his ever-growing popular audience.46 Consequently, the letters between Mary and Daniel became increasingly concerned with politics and political issues. Mingled with reports on health, children, gossip and social activities, Mary’s political comments took no precedence in her writings or in her life; they were merely one facet of her world, due simply to the fact that she was married to a public servant. Generally, her views echoed the conventional stance taken by her contemporaries. This is not to say that she was uninformed. She was well read on political subjects, combing several different newspapers’ coverage of events. This interest was especially magnified as her children grew older and her husband was away even more. ‘When I have not the happiness of hearing from you, my own love, it is the greatest delight to me to read of you,’ she confessed to O’Connell.47 An active understanding in politics was her only hold upon a husband who clearly placed his career and country over his wife and family.


Although she always clearly favoured her husband’s side, her ideology was her own. Mary considered political issues in relation to their impact upon those closest to her. She wished for Emancipation, for example, to rid her husband ‘of the troublesome life you lead and leave you with your family more than you are’.48 Before anything, be it Catholic, Irish or British subject, she was a woman connected to those around her. Her primary function in life was caring about others. Her opinions were formed out of concern for the people involved, as opposed to any abstract idea of justice or human rights. ‘Were I in your place I would not go a step to the Carlow meeting and, what is more, I would give up Catholic politics and leave the nasty ungrateful lot to sink into insignificance. Leave them all there and you in a short time make a fortune without sacrificing your time and your health,’ she raged when O’Connell’s position as leader of the Catholic Association was attacked in 1825.49 She continued in a further letter on the subject:


How cruelly and ungratefully the Catholics are acting by you. Is it not enough to make you retire with disgust from their service? It seems in vain to serve Ireland … They will succeed, I fear, in setting to rest for ever the question of Emancipation. They deserve to be slaves and such they ought to be left. It only surprises me, heart, that you should persevere … I could almost cry when I reflect for a moment on the many sacrifices you made to be of service to your Catholic countrymen and the return you met with. It is foul ingratitude and base duplicity.50


Moreover, when Mary voiced her opinions she often took on an apologetic tone, aware, as she wrote, that she crossed the boundary of her sphere. ‘As to politics I am indeed a very bad judge,’ she began in one letter to O’Connell, ‘but I much fear there is little chance for Emancipation. Every thing seems to be against it and surely, while the Catholics continue to disagree among themselves, what can they expect?’51


As politics took on an increasingly important role within the O’Connell household, it brought with it some negative side-effects. One of these was O’Connell’s propensity to engage himself in duels over political issues. In February 1815, O’Connell was called out by John D’Esterre for describing the Dublin Corporation, which was protesting against Emancipation, as ‘beggarly’. D’Esterre, a member of the common council, took the epithet personally and soon the entire incident was converted into a Protestant-versus-Catholic encounter. After drawn-out preliminaries, O’Connell’s shot fatally wounded his opponent, and O’Connell was forced into hiding at the home of Denys Scully. Mary was left alone at home with the firm instructions that ‘If any suspicious person should come do not send here at all.’52


Scarcely had the dust settled from this affair when O’Connell found himself involved in another dispute, this time with the Irish Chief Secretary, Robert Peel. The event—or non-event, as it turned out—was the result of ‘ludicrous blunderings and misunderstandings’, which probably would never have amounted to anything ‘had not Peel and O’Connell been designated as champions by their respective factions’.53 In any event, it was Mary O’Connell who, in taking matters into her own hands, effectively foiled the opponents’ carefully laid plans.


O’Connell’s uncle, Count Daniel O’Connell, was visiting Merrion Square at the time of O’Connell’s falling out with Peel. The General, as he was known, favoured O’Connell taking up Peel’s challenge. According to Kate O’Connell’s recollections, Mary became worried and exasperated over the long conversations between her husband and his uncle, conversations carried out in French and then in Irish if a French-speaking person entered the room. Mary had neither Irish nor French and found her exclusion from such monumental deliberations intolerable. Once O’Connell had gone to bed, Mary, acting on her own initiative, alerted the sheriff to the upcoming duel and had her husband placed under house arrest. When the General voiced his stern objections at her behaviour, Mary was said to have replied, ‘I am sorry to have annoyed you, uncle, but I’d much sooner vex you than let my husband be killed.’54


Despite the embarrassment her actions caused to her husband, Mary’s decision can be easily understood. She and her husband were parents to seven children, including a three-month-old infant. Recent financial difficulties had left the family in serious debt. Moreover, the Catholic Church held that duelling was a mortal sin and Mary was the ever-vigilant protector of her loved ones’ souls. As Oliver MacDonagh notes, a real gentlewoman might have turned a blind eye to these events, refraining from taking part in such obviously male matters. ‘But Mary had not been bred a real gentlewoman. She was merely clear-headed and afraid.’55


In the end, O’Connell resorted to lying and circumvention in an attempt to engage Peel in a duel at a later date. Never, in any of the letters, did he chastise Mary for her action, which clearly had crossed the established boundaries of men’s and women’s spheres, and proved highly embarrassing to O’Connell’s reputation. Instead, he begged her forgiveness. Again Oliver MacDonagh offers the most obvious reason why. Within their relationship, Mary always held moral dominance. Although she in no way ruled her husband, she played the role of ‘the perpetual forgiver; it was she who took up and held the strong positions … as the virtual pronouncer of judgment on such ethical questions as arose between them.’ O’Connell, on the other hand, time and again provided her with token acquiescence before relying on duplicity to do as he pleased. Rather than confront her in anger, he opted to deceive her and beg forgiveness when caught out.56


Complicating matters during these years was the near financial ruin of the O’Connell family due to the bankruptcy in 1815 of James O’Leary for whom O’Connell stood as surety. This financial calamity resulted in the constant need to economize, which plagued the family continually until 1829.57 All of the above external stresses, coupled with the difficulties of almost continual pregnancy, childbirth and child-rearing—not to mention the loss of several children and close family members—took its toll upon Mary’s health. Drastic measures were necessary to restore her. In the spring of 1817, therefore, Mary removed to Clifton, England, with her daughters, son John, niece Ricarda, the governess Miss Gaghran and a few servants in the hopes that a summer spent in the spa town would revive her health and spirits. For a time it did. Mary seemed to blossom under the exertions required of her in England. Yet, by autumn she had relapsed and a proposed trip to France for the winter was postponed. Mary returned to Dublin with her husband where she remained for the winter.


The trip to France finally came in the year 1822. Although the reasons for the journey were given out to others as health-related, the correspondence clearly indicates that the journey was a financial necessity. On 2 May 1822, Mary, O’Connell’s sister Alicia Finn, Ellen, Kate, Betsey, Morgan, John, Dan, and two servants, Hannah and Julia, sailed on the Dorset, bound for Pau via Bordeaux. Ellen O’Connell recorded their departure in her journal: ‘The day was beautiful—the sea like a sheet of glass, and the air perfectly clear. My father and the others remained for a long time waving handkerchiefs on the pier, until we lost sight of them. I never felt such a chocking [sic] sensation as when I could see them no more.’58


O’Connell too was choked up at seeing his beloved family depart Ireland. ‘How my heart travels with you and my children in your packet-boat—seasick and crowded in that small sloop a speck on the ocean,’ he wrote to Mary the day after they sailed.


I fancy myself present and blame myself for all you suffer. My sweet boy, my darling little prater complaining to his Mud who can give him no relief. My girls, my own sweet girls, suffering themselves and double sufferers by seeing their mother in torture. I do not forget my John and Morgan but they are able to bear it … .I watched the wind all day yesterday. With us it was mild and fair. At night it blew fresh and I could not sleep because it blew our windows. I called them our but they are my melancholy windows.59


O’Connell wallowed in misery at the thought of their journey. As days passed and no word of their arrival reached Dublin, he began to fear the worst. He cursed himself for sending them all on the same packet and worried over every storm that blew through the city.60


The Dorset was a ‘small but exceedingly neat and well fitted up vessel and a very good sailor’. The journey, though long and tedious, was in no way as dreadful as O’Connell had imagined. Mary suffered no sea-sickness at all, although the rest had intervals of illness, despite taking the home remedy of gingerbread to prevent it. Several times, the wind died out and the packet drifted quietly, making very little headway. Bored—’as Mama brought no books’—the children amused themselves by reading Goldsmith’s Essays, telling stories and fishing. They arrived in Bordeaux nine days after leaving Dublin, settling in to await the arrival of Alicia’s husband, William Finn.61


In Bordeaux, the family took lodgings with a Mrs Harrison, an Englishwoman. Formerly wealthy, she had married an American who had lost all her money and then abandoned her. Their apartment consisted of three large rooms, two bedrooms and a dining and drawing room which was common to all boarders. Other Dubliners lodged in the house as well. On their first Sunday in Bordeaux, the family rose at six to attend mass at the Church of St Louis. ‘I did not at all relish the fashion of kneeling on straw bottomed chairs,’ recorded Ellen in her journal, ‘it is very tiresome, and I think it very wrong to have the woman who hires them go about to collect the money a little before the Elevation. The people do not seem to have the least religion. I do not think there were three saying their prayers.’62


By 26 May, Finn had yet to arrive and so, taking two carriages, the family departed for Pau. They travelled only fourteen miles the first day as the motion of the carriage greatly fatigued Mary. Upon arriving in Pau, three days later, they met with the disappointing news that the woman who was to have arranged their accommodation had gone to the country for several days without securing them a place. And so began an extensive search for suitable lodgings. It was not an easy task. Locations were discarded as too far out of town, too small, in poor repair, too expensive or unfurnished. Finally, on 8 June, Mary settled on an old, large, ‘very handsome’ house situated in the principal street of La Rue de Prefecture. On 10 June, however, Ellen recorded in her journal, ‘A revolution in our affairs! Mama was at [the house] this morning where she found the beds in a most filthy state the agent refused to change them on which she has given up the house and is looking out for another.’63 Eventually, on 13 June, they found suitable lodgings at 5 Cote du Moulin, Basses Ville.


The time in France proved difficult for the family. On Sunday, 11 May 1823, Ellen O’Connell began her journal, ‘Exactly a year ago this day we landed in France and I do not think it contains British Subjects more heartily tired of it.’64 The excessive heat of Pau was the worst enemy of the family, confining them to their lodgings and causing intermittent illnesses. Furthermore, Mary disliked the idea of wintering in a city where no English-speaking priest could be found. Therefore, in October, they removed to Tours where they rented a furnished house. It was hoped that the climate would be more agreeable to them all. O’Connell joined his family and helped in their relocation before returning to Dublin in November.65


Tours proved little better than Pau. ‘[O]nly that my father has bound us to this horrid house we should have gone to Paris the 1st of June—for Mama is sick of Tours, which does not agree with any of us,’ recorded Ellen O’Connell.66 As war between France and Spain became more and more likely, French soldiers quartered in the city, and only by a special reprieve was the O’Connell family exempt from housing them. Consequently, O’Connell began a plan to bring his family closer to home. England was the destination decided upon; which city in England was an issue in the letters between Mary and Daniel throughout the spring of 1823.


By autumn 1823, the family, minus John who was enrolled at Clongowes Wood College in Co. Kildare, was settled in Southampton. For Mary, life in England was little better than in France, as the lonely separation from her husband proved increasingly difficult to bear. The social scene in Southampton did not impress her: ‘This is a most horrid stupid place for young People. The stiff starched proud English will not visit without letters of introduction. We shall not regret much our departure from England, but when we meet Love we must talk and consider well upon our future place of residence.’67 She continually derided English manners, claiming, ‘They are to be sure the coldest people in the world.’ In many cases she felt snubbed, complaining to O’Connell, ‘Not one of those introduced to us … have as yet paid us a visit. We are Irish Catholics. This is against us.’68


O’Connell’s visit over the holidays and the subsequent sorrow over his return to Ireland led the couple to discuss again the possibilities of reunion. O’Connell wanted her in Ireland but believed Dublin would prove too expensive; a place in the country, perhaps Killarney, might be just the thing. Mary, on the other hand, objected on many grounds to living anywhere outside of Dublin and she carefully laid these out in a letter to her husband. In the first place, she worried over her health, which she felt benefited from a dry climate. Killarney was certainly not a healthy environment, she insisted, and Dublin was the only place in Ireland where she really enjoyed good health. Mary’s second objection was based on her daughters who, she told her husband, ‘should not appear in Ireland until they can do so as your daughters ought’. The society of a country town in Ireland, she felt, was ‘not the most advantageous for young girls educated as they have been’. Moreover, after discussing the situation with the girls themselves, Mary reached the conclusion that ‘they would rather live in the greatest obscurity anywhere than live in any of the country parts of Ireland in our present circumstances’.69


Finally, Mary could see no money saved by living in Kerry. Well aware of her husband’s ways, she reminded him that ‘Your doors could not be kept shut to your connections or to mine. There would be an eternal relay of cousins.’ Besides, Mary concluded, O’Connell had ‘a respectability to keep up’, and should he fail, ‘they would delight to think your embarrassments were such as to oblige you to send your family to live separate from you in the same kingdom with you.’ No, they must keep up appearances, and her poor health and Maurice’s studies in England were sufficient excuses to keep them there without inviting public speculation or ridicule.70


As Mary and Daniel debated the issue, James O’Connell, acting as the family financial advisor, wrote to O’Connell with his own opinion on the subject: ‘I now have little doubt a few years of persevering prudence will not only enable you to do so [become free from debt] but also to provide for the junior members of your family. As you must bring your family to Ireland, I really think Dublin, where you have a house, is after all the cheapest place they can be in.’71 Mary yielded, allowing herself to be swayed by her dislike of England, her loneliness for her husband, and a sense that all these enforced separations were making very little dent in their mounting debts.


Mary returned to Ireland in May 1824 with O’Connell’s strict assurances that a rigid economy would be followed in order to clear their debts. Upon Hunting Cap’s death in February 1825, the couple decided the best means of accomplishing this was by installing the family at Derrynane. It is interesting to note that there is no evidence of Mary ever having visited Derrynane before Hunting Cap’s demise and O’Connell’s subsequent inheritance of the house and grounds. Nor does it appear she ever met her husband’s uncle. Perhaps Mary’s ‘dislike’ of Kerry can be traced to a general discomfort and guilt associated with her part in O’Connell’s falling out with Hunting Cap. Perhaps she never truly felt welcome there. Whatever the case, Mary had very little objection to life as mistress of Derrynane Abbey. ‘Every day I get more pleased with Derrynane,’ she wrote to her husband in September 1825. ‘I always like Iveragh but now I like it extremely. A home endears the most solitary place to those who have everything in this world to make them happy.’72 In fact, Mary seems to have found something of a mission in taking up residence in Kerry. She told O’Connell, warming to the idea of settling in Iveragh, ‘Beside the delight of being with you I think I should be able to do a great deal of good for the poor people about Derrynane.’73


Even the ‘air’ in Kerry no longer seemed to afflict Mary. ‘Rest assured,’ she wrote, ‘the air of Derrynane was not the cause of my illness … If the air of this place disagreed with me my chest would never be free.’74 Still, it was not the ideal location to spend the winter. ‘This house with all our precautions is miserably cold, wind blowing from every direction, but I believe it is the case in every other house in such weather,’ Mary informed her husband. Moreover, Mary felt it unfair to keep her daughters isolated in Kerry during Dublin’s Season, especially now that they had approached marriageable age. ‘Derrynane at this season of year is a dreary place for young people.’75


The years between 1825 and 1829 passed in a flurry as Mary, moving between Dublin and Kerry, oversaw renovations and room extensions at Derrynane, married off her eldest daughter and applauded her husband’s election to Parliament. From 1830 Mary and Daniel were hardly ever separated but, when they were, daily missives flowed between them. Still, the number of letters is slight compared with previous years. As a result, information regarding Mary’s activities and private life during her later years is lacking.


In the public arena, as political pressures increased, O’Connell found in Mary a well informed and sympathetic listener upon whom he could pour out his inner fears as well as his triumphant boasting. According to Oliver MacDonagh, ‘By her intelligent sympathy, she took some of the incessant strain off O’Connell’s shoulders, and in return his self-revelation and dependence on her approval and applause warmed her by the assurance of her own indispensability and filled her with a sense of vicarious achievement.’76


Their love was ever apparent in the letters between them. In 1825 O’Connell wrote to his wife from London, ‘You are the solace and sweetness of my existence and my heart feels widowed and solitary at being long separated from you, whilst in absence when you do condescend to write to me in terms of love you cannot imagine what a drink of honey these tender expressions are to me.’ He continued, ‘I have come to a time of life when it is not [?possible] that I should have a woman’s love.’77 To this Mary replied with some consternation:


What reason have you to suppose you are not the idol of my heart? Oh Dan, it is impossible for me to give you the smallest notion how beloved you are by me. Why should you speak of your age or allude to it? Surely, my own heart, I am for a woman much older. If I had not real love for you, would not my pride make me love you? By real love I mean loving you for yourself alone. Do not, my own heart, vex me by ever writing or speaking in this manner again.78


When O’Connell took his seat in Parliament, Mary joined him and their son Maurice in London for the session, accompanied by her youngest daughters, Kate and Betsey. Morgan, now an officer in the Austrian service, had been stationed on the Continent but returned home that spring. Meanwhile, John remained in Dublin to finish his studies at Trinity College. Ellen O’Connell, the eldest daughter, having married Christopher FitzSimon in 1825, was comfortably established in Ireland with two children and one on the way. And, following in the footsteps of his three older brothers, Danny had been enrolled at Clongowes Wood College, a Jesuit institution in Co. Kildare.


In London, Mary found herself ‘anxious to make a good appearance’ in order to show off her still unattached daughters. She found the city ‘a wonderful place’, but conceded that Dublin, too, ‘would be handsomer if we had some of the english [sic] wealth’. She attended the opera on occasion as well as the theatre. As the session progressed, however, she wrote to her son Danny of their desire to be gone from London. ‘It is becoming so stupid [dull],’ she complained.79 Travel between Ireland and England was extremely tiresome and wholly unpredictable. From Liverpool, the longest recorded passage was thirty-six hours. Mary once reported a passage of fifteen hours from Holyhead. They had set out the day before only to be put back after seven hours at sea due to engine failure on the packet. Once reaching Dublin Bay it was often necessary to drop anchor and await the tide for sufficient water to pass over the bar and into the harbour. While many boatsmen would offer to take passengers ashore sooner, the price of about five shillings per person was extremely high.80


The close of 1832 saw the O’Connell family ‘flush with funds, if not altogether free from debt’, due to the workings of O’Connell’s political manager and financial agent P.V. Fitzpatrick, who had set out to raise £1000 per month for the O’Connell Tribute. O’Connell supporters began this subscription fund in 1829 in order to support the Liberator once he gave up his legal practice, and sole means of income, to pursue politics full-time. Fitzpatrick’s goal was easily exceeded and the correspondence between Mary and Daniel ceased, after all these years, to be laden with references to money—or lack thereof. As the years progressed Mary and Daniel attempted to settle their children into suitable marriages. Some of their aspirations were easily met, as in the case of Betsey, who married the prosperous Nicholas Ffrench, and Kate, who happily married her kinsman Charles O’Connell. Maurice, however, disappointed them when he eloped with a Protestant woman of less fortune than they would have hoped. Still, they looked on with delight as their grandchildren were born.81


The year 1832 also brought scandal, when Ellen Courtenay published a pamphlet accusing O’Connell of fathering her illegitimate child.82 O’Connell maintained public silence and there is nothing in the correspondence regarding the incident, which seemed to fade away entirely by summer’s end. O’Connell emerged with his reputation intact, the matter seemingly behind him. The scandal resurfaced, however, in March 1836, when O’Connell was confronted by the woman and child while walking with his son John. John, in attempts to drive the boy away, ended by hitting him several times with his umbrella, an act which landed him in court to face charges of assault. Again O’Connell maintained his silence, allowing his son-in-law, Christopher FitzSimon, to appear for him before the judge. This time the affair was widely publicized and gossip regarding the woman’s story ran rampant. To counter such tattle, Mary joined her husband, despite her declining health, in his political tour of the English midlands in April 1836.


Gradually, Mary’s continued ill health caught up with her. The letters trace the beginnings of her decline back to September 1835. However, for the next year she travelled between Kerry, Dublin and London, which in some measure suggests a recovery. In May 1836 she began taking the waters at Tunbridge Wells in Kent, which were believed to be the best for her ‘complaint’. By August, Mary and Daniel had returned to Derrynane, where Mary’s health continued to deteriorate. In September, O’Connell wrote to his political ally Richard Barrett in a confidential letter, ‘God help me! my ever beloved is in a state of much suffering and daily losing ground. I do most potently fear she cannot recover. She may linger weeks. One week may—Oh God help me—!’83


In an attempt to improve her health, Mary was moved to John Primrose’s home, outside Cahirciveen, on 19 September, but to no avail. She was soon returned to Derrynane where she lingered, in a perpetual state of delirium, until her death on 31 October 1836. She was buried in Hunting Cap’s tomb on the Abbey Island at Derrynane.
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