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Preface



Lady Gregory lived a full life, very different from the one mapped out for the daughter of a Galway landowner, born in mid-nineteenth-century Ireland. She founded the Abbey Theatre, Dublin, supplied it with a steady stream of plays and directed it through controversy and war. She was a close friend, patron of, and artistic collaborator with the poet W.B. Yeats. She was a pioneering folklorist. She made Coole Park, County Galway, a home of the Irish Literary Revival, and was an influential commentator on Irish culture. She supported her nephew, the art collector Hugh Lane, in his desire to establish a modern art gallery in Dublin, and fought tirelessly for his pictures to be returned to Ireland from Britain. She loved her husband, her son, Robert, her three grandchildren, her numerous friends, and she had two lovers. She suffered too; most heartbreakingly when Robert and Hugh were killed in the First World War.


It was not, as might be anticipated, a straightforward life. There were many intriguing contradictions. She gradually gained an empathy with those from whom she was separ ated by birth, education, culture, habit, dress, manner of speaking and family allegiance, to become a nationalist. Yet she remained a landowner, collecting twice-yearly rents, grooming her son to take up his inheritance. She was ambitious to succeed as a writer, and could be forceful when trying to get her own way in the Abbey. But she believed that women should put men first, or at least be seen to, and so she concealed some of her successes and made her presence felt indirectly. She made no public statements about the role of women in society, and lived her life as though there was no need for change. Yet in several of her plays she demonstrated an interest in questioning traditional female roles, and she explored the lives of strong women. There were hidden contradictions, too. She seemed the epitome of an emotionally restrained person; she had married pragmatically, and after her husband’s death her forty years of widow’s black proclaimed a lack of interest in re-marriage. Yet she had two passionate affairs, and her letters and diaries reveal the depth of her love for her son and grandchildren. She was extremely secretive about her private life. However, several of her plays contain surprisingly significant auto biographical seeds. She is a fascinating character, at once a product of her class and time, and a rebel against circumstance.


For much of the time since her death in 1932, Augusta Gregory has held a secure but distinctly minor position on the stage of the Irish Revival. Yeats is the dominant figure, their male contemporaries take second place and Lady Gregory stands somewhat to the side. The image of the influential, successful woman had already been tarnished before her death by some of the men she knew: Joseph Holloway characterised her as the formidable autocratic ruler of the Abbey Theatre to whom others were meekly acquiescent; the writer George Moore named Yeats as the instigator of her folklore and legends; the surgeon-poet St John Gogarty suggested that Yeats had written most of her plays. After her death, Yeats’s image of her as an aristocratic patron was hugely influential, while most scholarly assessments concentrated almost exclusively on her plays. These plays continued to be performed at the Abbey until the early 1970s, and even longer by amateur groups, but most of them were out of print by the early 1950s.





There was a scholarly revival of interest in her work in the early 1960s when Elizabeth Coxhead wrote her delightful Literary Portrait. This initiative was reinforced in the early 1970s by Colin Smythe’s monumental effort to publish the complete works in his Coole Edition. This work continues. In 1970 critics acknowledged the legitimacy of this project, but without enthusiasm. At the time Lady Gregory’s reputation was suffering from the fact of her Ascendancy background, which was popularly deemed to outweigh her nationalist credentials. Meanwhile, scholars continued to reassess her plays, and Ann Saddlemyer and Hazard Adams found much in them to support their claims that she was a significant creative figure. An attempt to get behind the façade of her image and to evaluate her in her own terms without constant reference to her colleagues was made by Mary Lou Kohfeldt in her full-length biography, Lady Gregory, the Woman Behind the Irish Renaissance, published in 1985. This was soon followed by an inspirational series of essays, Fifty Years After, published in 1987 in which her roles as wife, lover, mother, and her friendships were systematically explored. Behind the scholarship the tone was celebratory, and George Bernard Shaw’s assertion that she was ‘the greatest living Irishwoman’ suddenly began to have some resonance. In 1995 Penguin published a selection of her writings, including folklore, poetry, journals, translations and autobiography, convincingly presenting the variety and complexity of her work in a single volume. In 1996 James Pethica edited the diaries she wrote after her husband’s death, when she was becoming involved in the Irish Revival. And the spring/summer 2004 edition of the Irish University Review reveals that she is an inspiring subject for many contemporary scholars.





She is now emerging as a writer who was embedded in the many preoccupations and initiatives of her time, and who had a significant influence. The recent publication of comprehensively researched biographies of her contemporaries – J.M. Synge, George Moore, W.B. Yeats, George Yeats, Seán O’Casey – in which the interaction of this remarkable group of people is repeatedly spelt out from different angles, has helped to redraw the terrain of the Irish Revival. Instead of being perceived as a group of competing artists of varying degrees of ability, waiting to be ranked, they now appear as a diverse, ambitious, often conflicting, but more often collaborative group of people who, existing at a time of great change and sensing the emerging importance of Ireland on the world stage, lived intensely, with a great desire to serve Ireland, influence events and realise their creative potential.


There are many ways to reassess Augusta Gregory’s achievements and set her in her rightful place in the history of the Irish Revival. In the literary field current interest in the context in which works of art and journalism are produced, and in the way they are received, means that minor stars can take their place without the tone of special pleading; Yeats’s genius, still recognised, can no longer effortlessly outshine his contemporaries in an account of the Irish Literary Revival. One aim of this biography is to situate Augusta Gregory’s plays in her life so that they can be reassessed without the pressure to prove that they are great literature. Lady Gregory was neither a stylistic innovator nor a writer who aimed primarily to explore the human condition. Her subject was society, and most particularly the social and cultural values of her Galway neighbours as she understood them through her empathetic folklore. If she is judged according to traditional literary values she fails, though not  absolutely. She needs to be understood as a cutting-edge folklorist, who realised the need to present the voices of her interviewees in as unmediated a way as possible, and as a writer who was able to translate this into plays. Her achievement emerges as an ability to present the values of a dying society to the metropolitan stage. Thus she made a decisive impact on Irish cultural nationalism. Arguably, her plays are still a largely untapped source for understanding this society.


Current interest in a fuller picture of human endeavour has drawn our attention to many abilities that tended to be obscured when the focus was on genius. Now the ability for organisation, diplomacy, management and propaganda in many different situations are also seen as important and interesting. These were all talents that Augusta Gregory had in abundance. Post-colonial studies have drawn attention to the wider issues of colonialism, so that Lady Gregory’s early experience of the British Empire from two very different angles – as a consort of a politician and administrator, and as a champion of Egyptian nationalism – is now of crucial interest.


An important focus of a modern biography of Augusta Gregory is to bring her out from behind the shadow of Yeats where, admittedly, she had deliberately put herself. What exactly was her role in their collaborative writing, especially their plays? To what extent was Yeats the making of her? Did being Yeats’s patron mean that her own work suffered? In order to answer these questions the relationship between these two formidable personalities has to be drawn with care, a not altogether impossible task because of the hundreds of letters that they sent each other whenever they were apart in the 40 years they knew each other. Assessing the influence of others, such as the folklorist and Gaelic League president, Douglas Hyde, Augusta’s frequent support in Abbey crises, the playwright J.M. Synge, the New York patron and Augusta’s particular friend and lover, John Quinn, the writer and nationalist Edward Martyn and Augusta’s lover and lifelong friend, the poet Wilfrid Scawen Blunt, all help to give a more rounded picture of Augusta’s achievements.


One of the fascinations of Augusta Gregory is the way in which she was able to bypass the alternatives of her contemporary politics, and to work with her own vision of an independent Ireland, which encompassed both nationalist ideals and an aspiration for the Anglo-Irish. When this book was originally written, Ireland seemed to be experiencing a political coming of age, evinced in, for example, the Northern Ireland peace process, economic vitality, the divorce referendum, all of which were neutralising the enchantment of opposing ideologies. Now, despite recession and the revelation of serious political and economic incompetence, that framework of consensus remains. These contemporary parameters more nearly reflect Augusta Gregory’s dream of Ireland. It is an environment in which her non-sectarian spirit can finally expand and her many-sided life be fully appreciated.





ONE

Roxborough



... the youngest daughter of the house was weighted with a many syllabled ‘Isabella Augusta’, borrowed from a never to be seen godmother, a Miss Brown of Bath.


Seventy Years


Two things about her birth, on 15 March 1852, would haunt Isabella Augusta Persse. The first, she learnt as a young child from her nurse. Her mother, who had already given birth to four boys and four girls, was hoping for another son. Disappointed by the girl, she initially ignored her, so that the baby nearly died.1 The second, Augusta discovered for herself much later reading Shakespeare’s Julius Caesar. She had been born at midnight between the 14th and 15th, the ides of March. ‘Beware the ides of March,’ the soothsayer warns in the play. If the first discovery told her that she was dispensable, the second suggested that she was in some sense marked out. As Augusta’s mother went on to have another four boys, and as boys were given preference over girls, Augusta’s overwhelming experience as a young child was that she was unimportant and should know her place. She would only gradually come to realise that she had much to offer the world.


To the thirteen children of Augusta’s parents – Dudley Persse and Frances Barry, married in 1833 – must be added Dudley’s three children from his first marriage to Katherine O’Grady.2 This large family fell easily into separate groups. Of Katherine’s children, only the youngest daughter, Maria, remained at home. The son, Dudley (b. 1829), was an army captain who had fought in the Crimean War and been severely wounded at Alma in 1854. Having quarrelled with his father he rarely visited Roxborough, and Augusta hardly knew him. The other daughter, Katherine, also a hazy presence for Augusta, had married and left home when Augusta was ten.3


Augusta’s mother’s elder sons – Richard, William Norton, Edward and Algernon – and two of her daughters – Elizabeth (Eliza) and Adelaide – were old enough to be distant for the most part to the child Augusta. When Adelaide, twelve years older than Augusta, was a beautiful young woman being presented at the Viceregal Court in Dublin, Augusta thought of her excitedly as a fairytale princess.4


Augusta, a slim, vivacious child with soft dark eyes and lustrous brown hair, spent most of her time with her two slightly older sisters, Gertrude and Arabella.5 She could be quiet and shy with adults and relied on these lively sisters to take her part. Gertrude, a happy child, had a steady character, and Augusta later felt she had been her moral mentor.6 Arabella was quick to laugh, irreverent, a mimic. Augusta thought that she had more natural ability than herself, but that as an adult she failed to develop her talents, preferring to surround herself with uninspiring people. Together the girls would spend hours devising and performing elaborate charades, Augusta directing.7


Unlike her sisters she envied the freer outdoor life of her four younger brothers, Frank, Henry, Gerald and Alfred. Exuberant and high spirited, they were allowed to hunt foxes, trap rabbits and birds, and a blind eye was turned to their passion for playing tricks. Occasionally Augusta persuaded them to include her in their antics, and as she got older they shared money earned shooting pests with her, and lent her books. She was particularly attached to Frank, just two years younger than her, a kind boy, with ‘a dancing light in his eye’. They shared a corner of the garden, where one year the children built a summer house with the boys’ French tutor. When Frank died in 1928 Augusta recalled one particular moment when they were out riding, Frank on his horse, Twilight: ‘He had lost his hat in the run, his fair hair was shining; as they passed the M.F.H. [Master of Foxhounds], Burton Persse [a distant relative] called out “tell your mother I’m prouder of Frank than if he wrote the Bible!”’8 The children formed a large crowd, constantly jostling for attention, quick to criticise each other. Such a family encouraged both Augusta’s introverted and extroverted tendencies; she kept quiet about her passions, and she learnt to stand up for herself.


Augusta’s father, Dudley, the ‘Master’, was autocratic, self-indulgent and profligate. He had gout – the result of excessive eating and drinking – and was paralysed from the waist down.9 But, with plenty of servants to call on to propel him from donkey cart to horse to wheeled chair, his mobility was unaffected and he effortlessly maintained his authority in the estate yard, demesne fields and over family gatherings. Augusta summed this up dryly by observing that being paralysed never interfered with his duties or his pleasures. A miniature painted of him when young shows a dark handsome man of upright bearing and arrogant expression.


By the time Augusta knew him he was a man who lived for hunting and had little sympathy for the books that would become Augusta’s passion, and the religion that would preoccupy his wife and several daughters. He dealt with his tenants with unthinking domination. A Galway farmer vividly remembered him as a grotesque figure, ‘a fierce-looking man to look at. He had two big jaw-bones and wore side whiskers and he had big teeth in his head and they were nearly as long as my thumb. He was a big strong man in his day.’10 Augusta hardly mentioned him in her autobiography, Seventy Years. The impression is that Dudley had very little to do with his youngest daughter, and she reciprocated by having little curiosity about him or affection for him. Yet he set a standard of male authority that she never seriously questioned, even though she would chafe against it.


Augusta had far more to do with her mother – an heiress when she married Dudley, the only daughter of Colonel Richard Barry of Castle Cor in County Cork. But there was a singular lack of affection between them, expressed in the distant tone in Seventy Years. This derived from Frances, who was an emotionally withdrawn mother who put great value on courtesy and good manners.11 Augusta remembered her being called the ‘Mistress’ by the children as well as the servants. She was tall, handsome and fashionably dressed – as a young married woman she had worn the tiny waisted, full dresses and ringletted hair of the 1840s – and Augusta admired her style. She remembered her in black velvet and diamonds standing at the door to welcome a newly-arrived tutor with unforgettable friendliness.12 She sentimentally imagined that the source of her mother’s fine manners was her French Huguenot relative, Frances Aigoin (in fact an Irishwoman who had married into a Huguenot family), whose late seventeenth-century Bible her mother bequeathed to Augusta who treasured it.13 Courtesy was the cornerstone of a well-bred woman’s persona in the mid-nineteenth century, and Augusta would accept it without question. Although she would grow up to be a very different person from her mother, capable of showing great warmth, love and kindness to her son and grandchildren, and having an enormous capacity for friendship, she did adopt her mother’s courtesy, and even close friends such as Yeats sometimes found it hard to penetrate the façade of her impeccable manners. But, whereas for her mother good behaviour towards others was a matter of form, for Augusta it had the force of a moral creed; she saw it as part of the duty of privilege to accommodate the emotional and physical needs of others who were less fortunate.


According to Christopher Redington, a neighbouring landowner, Augusta also inherited her mother’s robust sense of humour and enjoyment of the ridiculous. It is likely, however, that Frances’s humour was directed against her daughter. Frances’s daughters came second to her sons. She accepted the social convention that boys were more import -ant than girls. Boys would earn a living, whereas wealthy marriageable men had to be found for girls otherwise they remained a burden. Her prejudice was expressed in all sorts of ways – fires were lit later in the autumn in the girls’ schoolroom and their education was scantier, while the boys were indulged, and they were given no sense of their responsibilities. This attitude reinforced the message given by Dudley’s autocratic ways. It was a particularly virulent form of the Victorian assumption that women were subject to men, and Augusta would persist in seeing women as ‘the weaker side’ despite her own obvious force of character and strength of purpose.14


As a small, unshowy and not always docile girl, Augusta was regarded as a failure by her mother. She repeatedly drew attention to her diminutive height and discouraged her from expecting that she would ever be attractive. ‘. . . I was not to think myself the equal of beautiful Adelaide, of tall gay musical Gertrude or agreeable Arabella.’15 But Augusta’s lively intelligence, most discernible in her bright dark eyes, was vividly apparent to her neighbour and future husband, William Gregory, who saw her as a child and told her incredulous mother that she was her prettiest daughter.16


Frances was narrow-minded and unimaginative, and she imposed an extremely restrictive regime on her daughters. Her narrowness was cripplingly evident in her limited educational aims for the girls in which any significant mental and physical development was absent. ‘Religion and courtesy, and holding themselves straight, these were to her mind the three things needful. French perhaps also’ (learnt from their brothers’ French tutor), and the painful practice of scales on the piano. Literature had no foothold in this regime; in fact the Mistress was clear, she ‘did not consider book learning as of any great benefit to girls’.17 Augusta would rectify much of this, but she always felt deficient in arithmetic and was unable to teach her grandchildren even when they were quite young. Like other girls of their class, the Persse girls had governesses. Forced to earn a living at a time when earning a living was, for women, deemed to be a failure, governesses were often ill-equipped to teach. The Persse governesses, described by Augusta as ‘a procession of amiable incompetent [women]’, were no exception.


The school books were the potted and ‘improved’ histor -ies and grammars of which Pinnock was the great exponent. They used Pinnock’s Greece and it is not unlikely that they also read his Catechisms; slight books with the question and answer formula of the religious catechism and the similar claim to be definitive, they seemed to be designed to constrict rather than develop a desire for knowledge.18 Memory was the only skill that might be expected to be honed in this intellectual environment.


This regime was particularly hard for the intelligent Augusta who from an early age displayed a distinct bias towards literature. But she was a resourceful child who found stimulation in the few illustrated books of romantic literature – Thomas Moore’s oriental tales, anthologies en -titled Books of Beauty, English ballads, Wordsworth’s poems – that were displayed on the drawing-room table and to which she had access on long winter evenings when, after prayers, the family sat in their allotted places around the fire in silence.


Frances Persse’s intellectual narrow-mindedness and emotional coldness were exacerbated by her religious beliefs. She was a Church of Ireland evangelical, a product of the growing influence of evangelicalism in Ireland in the 1820s and 1830s. She was devastated by the disestablishment of the Church of Ireland in 1869 – the loss of power for Protestants. Her assumption of Protestant superiority over Catholicism influenced Augusta deeply.19 But Augusta would come to despise her simple evangelicalism, which put faith above (Catholic) good works, and stated that however virtuously you had lived, you were destined for hell unless you believed in God and were ‘washed in the blood’. Frances, according to Augusta, interpreted this to mean that if you had faith and lived the narrow prescribed life (reading religious books, going without entertainment) you could be ‘greedy, untruthful, uncharitable, dishonest – in moderation’ – in the knowledge that you would be saved.20 This moral vacuum was condemned by Augusta. She was particularly critical of her mother’s failure to prevent her wilful husband from installing a sawmill, cutting down Roxborough timber and denuding her step-brother Dudley of his inheritance (it was the sawmill that had alienated Dudley). Frances remonstrated so mildly with her husband that he could either ignore her or pacify her. Augusta, good Victorian that she was, assumed that it was the woman’s duty to provide a good moral influence in the family, and she blamed her mother’s unwillingness to emphasise the need to live a virtuous life for her father’s selfishness.


Even as a child Augusta observed that religious bias clouded her mother’s judgement of character: she encouraged the children to be priggish and she favoured pious servants.21 When Augusta was older she scorned her mother, who found it hard to accept that any detail in the Bible was not literally true, for not rising to the intellectual challenge posed by Charles Darwin’s Origin of Species(1859). Augusta tartly observed in her autobiography, ‘repeated rumours and then authoritative statements of geologists at last forced the Mistress to give up the six days creation of the world in favour of six periods’, although ‘she refused other concessions’.22


Frances imposed an intensely religious upbringing on her children: twice daily family prayers, a daily answering of Biblical questions on an Old Testament reading, a weekly Bible verse, and Sundays dedicated to worship and religious tracts. This at least had a positive effect on Augusta, laying the foundations for a solid belief and giving her an intimate knowledge of the Bible, which she valued as a well-spring of her imagination, belief and susceptibility to language.


Her mother’s religious tuition and example were complemented by Augusta’s experience of Killinan, the barn-shaped demesne church with its stumpy tower, unwhitewashed walls of ‘respectably grey hue’, damp interior and informal ways, which served the Persses and local Protestants – squires, gamekeepers, police.23 For much of her childhood, the kind, liberal Revd William O’Grady, a brother of Katherine O’Grady, was the archdeacon. He encouraged Catholic girls to attend to augment the singing, cultivated his garden with passion, often wore a shooting coat and intimidated no one, allowing extempore comments in the service. After Disestablishment (and the end of sinecures) he was succeeded by the less high-born, more ideological and hard-working Archdeacon Burkett, who supported the Mistress’s ban on dancing lessons and amateur dramatics.24 Augusta expressed great affection for this institution in her autobiographical sketch, ‘An Emigrant’s Notebook’ of 1883, finding piety in O’Grady’s regime and appreciating that post-establishment clergy had to live more like their Catholic counterparts. Membership of the Church of Ireland was to be a cornerstone of Augusta’s definition of herself as Irish, and she remained faithful to the institution throughout her life.


Augusta, always reluctant to discuss her feelings, gives us little idea how her mother’s dogmatism, restrictiveness and unwillingness to understand her daughter affected her emotionally. The indication is that by being outwardly obedient to someone she could not fully respect and who displayed little affection for her, Augusta gradually lost her filial love. She made hardly any effort to understand her mother in her autobiography, and once she was mature she seemed to return her mother’s coldness, inevitably referring to the Mistress in dry detached tones, intent only on performing her duty towards her.


The emotional and intellectual deprivation of her childhood may have contributed to Augusta’s marked self-reliance. From an early age she followed her own instincts and gave the impression of being self-contained. Her family accused her of pride. ‘Where is the pride for which I once was blamed?’ she wrote in a sonnet when she was 31.25 Yeats, too, would describe ‘. . . all that pride and that humility’.26 It was a salient characteristic and a key to her achievements.


Although Augusta never fell out irrevocably with her family, and her life would continue to be bound up with many of her siblings and their children, she would, with two exceptions – Hugh Lane (Adelaide’s son) and John Shawe-Taylor (Eliza’s son) – be emotionally detached from them. She described her childhood self in the third person in Seventy Years, and she showed little interest in Persse family history, a marked omission in someone who would write extensively about the Gregorys. Had she learnt as the bookish child in an unbookish house that to preserve the fragile sense of her own identity she must keep herself, and especially her imagination, free of her family? She was so adept at distancing herself from the Persses as a married woman in London that George Moore, who knew some of her relatives, would describe her as someone he imagined being without family, ‘sans attaché’.27 She once remarked to Yeats that relations did not mind one’s opinions, only one’s independence.28 She cherished her independence; it was the precondition of her life as a writer, campaigner, theatre director and patron.


Augusta’s background, against which she had no thought of rebelling, defined her. The Persses belonged to the Anglo-Irish Ascendancy, a small, powerful elite of diverse origins – Gaelic aristocrats, twelfth-century Norman barons and adventurers, sixteenth- and seventeenth-century English planters. This elite owned most of the land and was, by the nineteenth century, predominantly Protestant. The Anglo-Irish exercised power within the British-controlled system of local and central government, as justices of the peace, sheriffs, Lord Lieutenants and Members of Parliament, sitting, since Union in 1800, at Westminster. The British sovereign was present in Ireland in the person of the Viceroy, who came to Dublin with his court while Parliament sat, residing in the palatial Viceregal Lodge in Phoenix Park near his Irish administrator, the Under-Secretary, while conducting business and hosting the glittering early spring Season in the palace-cum-government office of Dublin Castle. Ascendancy social life rippled out effortlessly from the person of the Viceroy, establishing hierarchies and a cultural consensus.


The Ascendancy was set apart from their impoverished neighbours not only by their religion, but by their English culture. It was absorbed for some at Eton, Harrow, Oxford, Cambridge, reinforced by travel, the habit of wintering in London, by commissions in the British army, employment in the colonial civil service and associations with British institutions, marriage and, for the wealthiest, through their English estates. It earned them the epithet Anglo-Irish and gave them a hybrid identity. Like any other class their cultural homogeneity was challenged by individuals who in their private lives or with public gestures ensured that there was no simple relationship between the ruling Anglicised elite and the ruled Gaelic majority. Wolfe Tone and Lord Edward Fitzgerald led the revolutionary United Irishmen in the late eighteenth century, and it was from the Anglo-Irish that the painters, archaeologists, antiquarians and historians of Gaelic Ireland, forerunners of the Irish Revival, emerged in the early nineteenth century.


The Persses, originally clergymen, came with the seventeenth-century planters, but by the turn of the eighteenth century they were landed gentlemen.29 Cregarosta, later re-named Roxborough, had been acquired by Dudley Persse (1625–1700), Archdeacon of Tuam and Dean of Kilmacduagh in 1662, who was granted over 4,000 acres in County Galway and County Roscommon by Charles II and James II.30 Roxborough became the focus of the estate when Dudley’s eldest son, Henry (d. 1733), bought nearly 600 acres around the house in Galway and sold peripheral lands. Later, more acres were acquired, until, at its peak, the estate comprised nearly 12,000 acres.31 Augusta’s father inherited about 9,800 acres, the rest (Castleboy) passed to his younger brother; an inheritance which Dudley contested successfully in 1852 in the courts, but at great expense.32


Roxborough estate lay on rising ground on the eastern edge of the broad fertile plain of the Owenshree River, between the moorland of the Slieve Echtge mountains, which rise to over 1,000ft to the east, and the quiet inlets and stony wastes of Galway Bay to the west. With his 9,800 acres Augusta’s father entered the category which the historian Mark Bence-Jones has described as ‘landlords of consequence not in the magnate class’.33 The Persses were manifestly rooted in County Galway, and although younger sons might enter the army, be called to the Bar or marry Englishwomen, this did not disturb the provincial temper of the main family; the sons were educated in Dublin, they did not aspire to high-ranking posts in politics, the judiciary and the colonial civil service and they had no English estates. Since Henry Persse became High Sheriff in 1701, the Persses held local public offices; Augusta’s father was a justice of the peace and a Deputy Lieutenant, performing the duties of magistrate and local official, involved in decisions about infrastructural changes and the administration of central government acts.


Provincial though they might be, the Persses were not untroubled by outside changes and conflicts, nor by idealism and generous spirits within the family. William Persse (1728–1802), standing out as public spirited and liberal, was a moderate Irish patriot who formed the first Volunteers in Connaught, in 1777, as part of the landed proprietors’ strategy to defend Ireland from possible invasion by France and Spain when the regular garrison was in America.34 He supported Volunteer efforts to secure commercial and constitutional reform, and when, in 1782, the Irish Parliament and courts acquired the right to make and administer laws for Ireland, he built a bridge in the demesne inscribed ‘In Memory of Ireland’s Emancipation from Foreign Jurisdiction’. As a child, Augusta, ignorant of Irish history, found this puzzling. When she was beginning to get an insight into the role the Ascendancy had played in Irish history she remembered her great-grandfather, and wrote wistfully, ‘I might have learned this change of class tradition and one at least of its causes by an object lesson at my old home.’35 She also proudly recalled the fact that her greatgrandfather had corresponded with the American President, George Washington. Her father showed bravery as a young man in 1821, but it was in the defence of Roxborough with the aid of garrison soldiers against a night-time attack by Ribbonmen, members of a secret, oath-bound society which traced its lineage to the radical United Irishmen.36


The young Augusta was surrounded by other Persses whose provincial character resembled that of her own family. Dudley’s younger brother, Robert Henry, and his growing family lived at neighbouring Castleboy. Relations with this family were fraught, for throughout Augusta’s childhood Robert Henry would periodically reassert his claim to Castleboy. Burton Persse, a distant cousin, lived at Moyode Castle, Athenry (much grander than Roxborough, now a ruin), sat on the local bench with Dudley and was a Deputy Lieutenant and High Sheriff. Persses lived at Glenarde, Spring Garden and in Galway City. When Augusta was 12, Eliza married Walter Shawe-Taylor of Castle Taylor (a tower house with Gothic-style nineteenth-century block, now gone), at Ardrahan. The frequency with which the Persses visited the Shawe-Taylors is conveyed by Augusta’s observation in Seventy Years that the books she loved were, with her sister’s marriage, transferred to the Castle Taylor drawing-room table, but still accessible to her.


En masse, the Persses convey the strong impression of an Anglo-Irish stereotype: vigorous, earthy, uncultivated, rooted in their locality. In Dramatis Personae W.B. Yeats wrote: ‘Free State Ministers were fond of recounting the adventures of Lady Gregory’s “Seven Brothers”, who, no matter who objected to their rents, or coveted their possessions, were safe “because had one been killed, the others would have run down and shot the assassin”.’37 He set this against the sober, nineteenth-century evangelism of Augusta’s mother and sisters. The impression of an absence of culture was bluntly reinforced: ‘The house contained neither pictures nor furniture of historic interest.’


The character of the estate as Augusta knew it had been greatly influenced by the ruthless reaction of her father to the Great Famine, which started in 1845, the effects of which were waning just before her birth in 1852. The Persses had done little to help their starving tenants, who had died or been forced or encouraged to emigrate, with the result that in the 1850s the estate was largely cleared of the poorest.38 Before her father regained Castleboy, he held about 7,000 acres in fee, comprising the demesne and the meadows on the lower slopes of Slieve Echtge, which were grazed by sheep and cattle (a more profitable option than tillage) and herded by labourers who inhabited cabins and cottages on tiny plots in the hills, or in the village of Kilchreest. They formed the ‘long array’ of men recalled by Augusta in Seventy Years, who arrived each morning in the Roxborough yard. The remaining 2,800 acres of the estate were divided between substantial tenant farmers, some renting as much as 400 acres, others only 12 acres. The atmosphere was notably tranquil. As a child Augusta could perceive no tragedy in the post-famine calm of Roxborough, where landless labourers without expectations had replaced the poorest tenants. Instead, as a young woman in 1883, when the Land War was irrevocably souring relations between landlords and tenants, she would, in ‘An Emigrant’s Notebook’, look back nostalgically to this time when doors and windows were left unlocked, she was allowed to wander freely in the demesne, and there was trust between the Persses, their tenants and servants.


Augusta’s great delight as a child was to be outside at Roxborough in the three-acre walled kitchen garden filled with fruit and vegetables, with its view of the bare purple slopes of Slieve Echtge, an ever present reminder that Roxborough was a protected oasis. She went alone onto the mountains, looking for deer, straining to see the distant, biblically barren, layered slopes of the Burren mountains to the south-west. Or she would go to the river which threaded the demesne, the backbone of her childhood games. As an adult, Augusta appreciated this sensual enjoyment of Roxborough as ‘romance of river and hillsides’, a phrase which evokes the love of place (rather than abstract love of country) that inspired many literary, imaginative Anglo-Irish with a muted patriotism. Augusta identified with Roxborough and it was the well-spring of her identification with Ireland.39


Augusta did not extend her romanticism to the house. ‘The old house, our home was not beautiful – quite the reverse.’40 Set back from the river and connected to the road by a long drive, Roxborough was a two-storey house of steeply pitched roofs, tall chimneys, two projecting wings and relatively small rooms. When it was first built in the late seventeenth century it would have stood out among the castles and tower-encrusted houses as a go-ahead undefended ‘mansion house’.41 However, beyond the installation of regularly spaced sash windows and a fanlight over the hall door, it had never been remodelled to give the classical space and elegance that had subsequently become de rigueur for the Anglo-Irish. But the Persses had aggrandised the demesne, adding a serpentine lake and trees to create, sometime in the eighteenth century, an informal, picturesque landscape. A battlemented and turreted Gothic fantasy gateway had been built by the river in the early nineteenth century.42


Between the house and the river was a vast complex of stone buildings and yards. Here were stables full of hunting and carriage horses, kennels for Gordon setters, retrievers and greyhounds, cow houses, coach houses and dairy. This, the hub of the estate, was haunted by the children who were alert to the daily rhythm of activity, and who found entertainment and occupation among the people working there. Roxborough was one of those self-sufficient estates, providing food (fish, venison, woodcock, pheasant, fruit, vegetables, mutton, beef, dairy products), drink, fuel (turf and timber), leisure and distraction for a sizeable family, and supporting large numbers of retainers on low wages. Dudley’s steam-powered sawmill employed carpenters, engineers and turners, mostly Protestants brought over from England, and was the major source of cash, used by him for the Castleboy law suit.43 Much of the available surplus – cash or produce – tended to be channelled into outdoor male pursuits, such as fox hunting (there was a thatched hunting lodge, Chevy Chase, in the Slieve Echtge hills) and fishing (there was a fishing lodge on Lough Corrib). They also held the traditional balls and parties associated with the annual sheep shearing, and seasonal shooting and fishing expeditions. This consumption of wealth locally for convivial pursuits was typical of many Anglo-Irish families whose estates were centred on or confined to Ireland. All the buildings at Roxborough are now ruined and although the site is designated a national monument, it is an integral part of a farm, its former connections with the outside world severed and the order and hierarchy of buildings and gardens destroyed. Nothing is as it was in the place where Augusta was born and brought up, except the view from the walled garden of the still largely barren and often bleak Slieve Echtge mountains.


Persse heritage gave Augusta her place as part of the ruling elite. But being the daughter of an Irish landowner also gave Augusta the opportunity to form relationships with the country people who lived and worked on the estate, for, despite the intellectual restrictions imposed on the girls, there was a strong element of benign neglect. For the boys the servants and estate workers were shooting companions or the easy butt of a joke, for some of Augusta’s sisters they were Catholics to be converted. But for the curious, sympathetic, observant Augusta, eager for friendship, they provided great interest and in some cases gave her the chance to show affection. She never forgot their faces, clothes, characters, words or songs, incorporating some of these things in her early short stories and later plays. When she looked back on her childhood with nostalgia in 1883 it was her relations with these people which gave her most pleasure. She discovered much about their lives, and developed a sympathy for them. It was a folklorist’s apprenticeship.


The young Augusta could not always assume that her position would confer automatic authority. In mid-nineteenth-century Ireland servants were not expected to be discreet, polite, invisible. The steward would not automatically ask the carpenter to make a window for the windowless room of the herdsman’s dying daughter, Margaret Mulbern, because Augusta requested it, and Pat Glynn, the carpenter, had his own business independent of the estate and was unwilling to undertake unprofitable jobs.44 Augusta had to learn to consider their priorities.


Persse tenants sometimes sang together at lunch time or at social events, inadvertently stimulating Augusta’s lifelong interest in songs. She appreciated the way the audience encouraged the singer with a ‘raise it!’ ‘more power!’, and became aware that many of the songs referred to rebellion and oppression, about which she had little knowledge and which she suspected they did not wish her to hear. The drawing-room, where guests would occasionally sing the sentimental ballads of Thomas Moore, also roused her interest in patriotic Irish songs.45 Realising that her family disliked nationalist ballads published as broadsheets or in collections (The Harp of Tara, or The Irish Song Book), discovering they could be bought in the nearby town of Loughrea and wishing to provoke her sisters she bought the cheap collections with sixpences earned from reciting Bible verses, one eye on the reaction of her touchy English governess.46


Augusta advanced in this assault on household sensitivity by requesting The Spirit of the Nation for her birthday, poems written by members of the romantic nationalist group, Young Ireland, many of whom were Protestant. Her sister Arabella responded with satisfying sarcasm, inscribing the book with a quotation from Dr Johnson: ‘Patriotism is the last refuge of a Scoundrel.’ Tellingly, Augusta observed, ‘It is not likely that the idea of her [Augusta] having any thoughts or sympathies different from their own had ever entered the mind of any of the elders of the house.’47 Augusta now looked down on the Roxborough songs, described condescendingly in ‘An Emigrant’s Notebook’ as ‘local compositions’, comparing them unfavourably with the Young Ireland songs, particularly those of Thomas Davis: ‘I think they are not satisfied with their simple beauty but seek something of a more sensational kind.’ She would later develop an ear that was finely attuned to ‘local compositions’. Augusta requested Irish lessons from a parish Scripture reader. This may have been inspired by her Irish-speaking relative, Standish Hayes O’Grady, or made in a spirit of provocation, or because she already felt her facility with languages. She feared mockery, but her request was turned down. Later she felt it was a lost opportunity to become an Irish scholar, ‘and not as I am imperfect, stumbling’.48


It is unlikely that Augusta’s relationships with the tenants and servants was untroubled. The famine had left a legacy of distrust and guilt which developed into Fenianism, a movement calling for violent revolution that emanated from those who had emigrated to America and which was launched in Dublin in 1858 by James Stephens. The distrust and secrecy engendered by this movement touched many with relatives in America; for a time it prevented those unable to read from asking the Persses to read their letters to them, and inevitably tarnished relations with the tenants in the early part of Augusta’s childhood. Then in February and March 1867, when Augusta was 15, there was the Fenian rising, culminating, for the Persses, in periodic alarms and ‘ungrounded rumours of an American-Irish army coming to land in Galway Bay & likely to march through the country . . .’ But, Augusta remembered in 1883, ‘these were imaginary scares & only seemed to lend a little excitement to our life & then all grew quiet & tranquil again’.49 Fenianism inspired new rebel songs, adding to those the tenants tried to keep from her.


Of all the people Augusta encountered at Roxborough, the one she knew best and who had the greatest influence on her was her nurse, Mary Sheridan. She had come to Roxborough in the late 1830s from the large Ascendancy household of the United Irishman, Rowan Hamilton. By the time Augusta knew her she was an proud, elderly woman who kept her distance from other servants and ‘professed to take the aristocratic side’.50 She had an unwavering loyalty and intense concern for her charges, but this was counterbalanced by unselfconscious displays of her own values and independent interests, which kept the children riveted. In adult life Augusta still vividly recalled her nurse’s overwhelming grief when her daughter, who had died suddenly, failed to accompany her senile aunt home from America on a passage paid for by Dudley Persse.


Mary Sheridan seemed to possess the loving authority that Frances Persse lacked. At the end of ‘An Emigrant’s Notebook’ Augusta evoked an image of children resolving the day’s quarrels at a mother’s knee to convey the idea of a country where different interests could co-exist peacefully. Such an image was surely inspired by an involved and understanding Mary Sheridan, rather than by the dogmatic Frances Persse. Augusta loved her nurse, and saw her as an integral part of the family. Describing her death in the late 1870s, just before that of Gertrude, Richard and her father, she wrote that it was ‘the first that had taken place in our house in all that generation’.


All the young Persses asked ‘the nurse’ for fairy stories. She responded with European tales, Irish fairy stories, or reminiscences of and ‘half-revealed sympathy’ for the time of the United Irishmen when the French landed in Killala Bay in 1798 and she had been among a theatre audience that had shouted and clapped support. Augusta clearly remembered Mary Sheridan telling the children about the escape of the United Irishman Hamilton Rowan, imprisoned in 1794. He was identified by a boatman who said, ‘We know you very well Mr Rowan and the reward thats on your head, & there is no fear that we will betray you.’ The story emerged in her play The Rising of the Moon in 1907.


Mary Sheridan once, memorably, startled Augusta, and helped to set seeds that would develop into a passion for folklore. Like many who become intimate with the people of ‘the big house’, Mary Sheridan was quick with displays of superiority towards people such as beggars who in different circumstances she would have treated more sympathetically. So, catching her proud nurse absorbed in conversation with a white-haired beggar at the hall door steps, Augusta was curious to know what they were talking about, and discovered that this woman, too, remembered the landing of the French. What stayed with Augusta was the spectacle of Mary Sheridan’s social pride forgotten in the desire to hear the woman’s stories about a past event which they both valued, and the importance of the relating of stories in the absence of books and the ability to read.


The age of 15 was a personal watershed for Augusta. It was from this time that she had, she wrote nearly thirty years later, her ‘first real recollections’ of herself.51 In the next few years her awkward sense of not belonging would be transferred to a number of interests that would define her more satisfactorily as different. However, her first transforming experience seemed on the surface to be firmly within the Persse tradition: she had a religious conversion. After a severe bout of anxiety about whether she would ever believe in God sufficiently to be saved, she woke one morning, in the Lough Corrib fishing lodge, ‘at peace with God’.52 This led, not to proselytising, which was practised zealously by Katherine and Eliza (Katherine had once struggled physically with a priest over a disputed child), but to philanthropy. The good works were a challenge to her mother, but they were more in tune with later nineteenth-century Protestantism.53 She took food and medicines to the poorest village on the estate, Illerton, taught at Sunday School, and engaged a sewing teacher for the estate girls, much to the discomfort of the priest who suspected proselytising motives.54


Her religious conversion temporarily overlay her budding interest in Irish ballads and English literature. However, religious literature – George Herbert’s poems, Thomas à Kempis’s Imitation of Christ– would pull her back to an appreciation of the power of language. After that, with Chambers’s Encyclopaedia of English Literature from which to make lists, she obtained the well-loved poetry of her day – Alfred Lord Tennyson (the Pre-Raphaelite edition), Robert Burns, Arthur Hugh Clough, John Keats and Robert Browning – as well as the essays of Matthew Arnold and Montaigne, Malory’s Le Morte d’Arthur, and Walter Scott’s novels. Her delayed access to literature combined with her innate receptiveness to words, her youthful impression -ableness and her need to escape from the constraints of her family life meant that her adventure into literature was particularly poignant and significant. Books soon became indispensable; her love of poetry, novels, essays, words, images, the rhythm of sentences a badge of identity. She had become a bookworm and an object of curiosity and ridicule for a family that never quite rid itself of the belief that her interest was a pretence.


There were few opportunities to share her quiet passion with other people. But she met her distant relative, the elderly poet Aubrey de Vere, one time friend of Wordsworth and Tennyson, who lived at Curragh Chase in County Limerick, and whose poetry was suffused with the myths and atmosphere of Ireland. And there was brief contact with another distant relative, the civil engineer Standish Hayes O’Grady (1832–1915), who had learnt Irish and translated Gaelic poetry, and introduced her to the world of Gaelic scholarship.55


The teenage Augusta remained on good terms with her brothers. They now went deer hunting and shooting, chased women and drank copiously. They still gave Augusta money and books, and encouraged her to ride with them. While riding across country was tolerated, hunting was frowned on for girls at Roxborough, in line with other evangelical households. Augusta managed at least one ‘triumphant run’ with the foxhounds which ended on Roxborough lawn in front of her astonished father.56 Augusta persuaded her parents to let her learn to shoot when the threat of a Fenian rising encouraged them to teach the younger boys, although, as she ruefully pointed out, ‘my gun was never loaded with anything more weighty than a copper cap’.


As a young woman, Augusta, for whom, as the youngest Miss Persse, there was no coming-out ball in Dublin, lacked all confidence in her appearance. This was exacerbated by a lisp. Although commented on by her contemporaries it was only the playwright Seán O’Casey, who visited her when she was in her seventies, who has given us an idea of how she spoke.57 She mixed something of the local accent (‘ting’ for ‘thing’, ‘dere’ for ‘there’) with a reluctance to pronounce the initial g (‘dood’ for ‘good’, ‘detting’ for ‘getting’), v (‘berry’ for ‘very’), and c (‘tandels’ for ‘candles’). O’Casey was prone to exaggerate accents in his plays and may have overdone her lisp. There were inconsistencies in his account: she also said ‘come’ and ‘cold’. It is difficult to know what the effect of her lisp was and whether it varied with circumstance. It would have sounded different in an elderly woman with a formidable reputation; idiosyncratic by then, part of her established personality, a welcoming touch of weakness, homely. In a young girl it would be perceived as a defect, most painfully by the girl herself, keeping her quiet when she would have liked to talk, a sign perhaps that she would not be marrying and leaving home.


Augusta’s shyness prevented her from forming the light, socially flirtatious relationships that could lead to marriage. However, when Henry Hart, one of Frank’s undergraduate friends from Trinity College, a handsome boy with an interest in literature, an athlete and rather ‘wild’ (all qualities that would attract Augusta in later life), visited Roxborough when Augusta was 18, they had intense evening discussions about Shakespeare’s sonnets.


One or two things happened. He had come to sit near me in the drawing-room one evening. I think they had been racing at a fair that day, and after a minute or two Frank came and touched him and took him out. Frank told me the next day that H.H. was very penitent and asked to apologise. Though I had not noticed it, he had too much to drink. I felt sorry for him and after a day or two, chancing to meet him in the garden we sat down and talked of the violets which I had in my hand.58


The next day Augusta was sent to Castle Taylor; her father had objected to the tête-à-têtes. Years later she learnt that Henry had written to her, that Archdeacon Burkett was asked to open the letter and that it had contained a friendly note ‘giving the authorship of a once discussed quotation’. Augusta had been glad to find someone to talk to about her new enthusiasm; she was not given the opportunity to fall in love with him.


Marriage began to loom as an issue as her sisters and brothers gradually married and left home. Most memorable, coming when Augusta was 18 and sensitive to her own potential fate, was Adelaide’s marriage. Having rejected illustrious suitors at the Dublin Castle balls, Adelaide fell for James Lane, an ambitious divinity student at Trinity, destined for the church, but, to the family’s horror, ‘the son of an attorney’.59 After categorically rejecting the marriage the family agreed that it could take place after three years, although the couple were married after two years when Lane had been ordained. But the family would not allow the marriage to take place in the estate church. James and Adelaide had been deeply in love, but once they were married they discovered that they had both been living with illusions; James had expected Adelaide to bring more money to the marriage, and Adelaide had not realised how humble her social position would be as the wife of a curate.60 Goodwill between them would slowly crumble. It was clear to Augusta that marrying for love was neither easily accepted by her family nor necessarily wise.


Marrying pragmatically was more acceptable, as she discovered when her closest sister, Gertrude, married a widower, Edward Beauchamp, in 1873. Edward was fifteen years older than Gertrude and already had a young daughter. But Gertrude’s experience was not happy either; she suffered a series of difficult pregnancies (she had three girls) before dying in 1876. Augusta visited her several times in those three years at her home in Cornwall, and suffered greatly when she died.


In 1875 it was decided that her elder brother, Richard, now tubercular, should spend the winter in Cannes on the French Riviera. Augusta, 23, was chosen to accompany him. They did this for the next four years. The pursuit of health in southern Europe was a relatively new idea (the Persses may have been encouraged by their neighbour Mrs Gregory’s annual visits to the Riviera), and Cannes had only recently been converted from an obscure fishing village to a resort for the rich by the construction of the palm-fringed promenade, La Croisette, thirteen years earlier.


Richard was not a good companion for Augusta. Nearly twenty years older than her, they had never been close. She had suffered from his sarcasm as a child, and he now had little sympathy for her intellectual interests. She missed Roxborough and disliked their dull life – the quiet hotel, the monotonous walks, their predominantly elderly English fellow guests concerned only with health or pleasure. And she did not warm to Cannes: ‘Cannes was not France, it had no history, no national life, no language but a patois, few inhabitants . . .’61


In the spring they went to the resorts – Bellaggio, Pallanza – on the Italian lakes. Augusta was happier here where Italian culture flourished, and, instead of wondering whether she was destined to spend her life at the service of others, she realised that she had a measure of freedom and began to enjoy it. In Pallanza she explored the old town on her own, and visited a priest who she engaged to teach her Italian.62 Once she could read Dante in Italian, she translated it with the help of a French version. Cannes became bearable in 1876 when she found a tutor to improve her French. It was a new life.


In the summer of 1878, Augusta was back at Roxborough nursing Gerald who had pleurisy. One night in September she overheard some servants saying they had heard the banshee, a signal that a death was imminent ‘. . . and though I had not thought of such warnings being attributed to our family, or being anything but an idle tale, I felt a sudden dread’.63 She assumed it referred to Gerald, but going out onto the landing she saw her father’s servant coming slowly up the stairs. It was her father who had died.


For all his excesses and short-sighted selfishness, Dudley had presided over a kingdom of magnificent proportions, apparently solid structure and abundant life. ‘To those of his children still living under the roof, it seemed as if all had been shattered around them.’64 His eldest son, Dudley, unmarried, was now in possession of the estate, and the rest of the family had to disperse. Augusta’s mother bought 2 Merrion Square in Dublin for herself and the unmarried Persses, and Augusta accompanied Richard to Cannes for the fourth time. When Augusta returned to Roxborough in the late spring of 1879 she discovered that Dudley, far from taking on his inherited responsibilities, was still living his old bachelor life, drinking with Dublin club friends and, worse, was displaying the symptoms of alcoholism. Augusta, now regarded as the sensible, unmarried sister, was asked to help Algernon in the running of the estate. ‘Yet another brother needed my care. I was tied as before.’


Although Augusta, accepting that men were freer to follow their own interests and that her interest in literature, so consistently devalued by her family, would have to be an evening pastime, acquiesced in her duties, she did ‘fret’, as she put it. At the gathering after Richard’s funeral (he died in September 1878) she nearly fainted, to Eliza’s alarm; ‘Oh, Augusta, you must not break down!’65 She did not, and shortly afterwards summoned the necessary resolve to send Dudley to Dublin to see a doctor.


Together with Algernon she reformed the running of the estate.66 Agricultural prices had fallen and, after a particularly poor harvest in the summer of 1879, many tenants were in arrears with their rents. Augusta and Algernon reduced the consumption of meat and beer in the house and tried to protect the tenants from undue expenditure by sending a cricket tent to Ballinasloe fair to provide an alternative to the public houses. They opened a shop in the steward’s lodge on Friday afternoons so that the labourers who had just been paid could buy tea, sugar, flour, bacon at reasonable prices, instead of paying the exorbitant credit rates for poor quality goods at the local shops. This rationalising and paternalistic organising, together with her continued philanthropy, set Augusta alongside other energetic women of means, who combined a strong practical streak with a healthy conscience, but whose limited education and lack of power did not enable them to make more radical changes.


Meanwhile her reading was expanding into new areas: Pope’s IIiad and Odyssey, a translation of Don Quixote. Within the dutiful sister there seemed to be an inner buoyancy. Towards the end of her life she remembered her young self: ‘It surprises me now I did not fret more than I did, I seemed to be convinced that a pretty full life awaited me, and in this world too.’67 In the spring of 1880, she was enjoying Ruskin’s Stones of Venice‘without much prospect,’ she remarked, ‘of ever seeing Venice itself.’68 A year later she had not been to Venice, but she had visited Paris, Rome, Athens, Constantinople, and dined and danced in the best society. She was no longer a chaperone, but the wife of Sir William Gregory.





TWO

Becoming Lady Gregory



. . . & triumphal arch with ‘Cead Mile Failthe’ [sic] (a hundred thousand welcomes) at the gate of Coole . . .


29 July [1880], autograph diary


It happened that at the Roxborough cricket match in the summer of 1877, to which Sir William Gregory had been invited, Augusta wore a fashionable dress bought at Bon Marché in Paris, and a black and white straw hat decorated with corn ears and poppies, so that the usually plain, quiet, girl was noticeable and pretty. William was late, arriving when the guests were seated at the long dining-room table for lunch. He was shown to the only available place, at the head of the table.1


Sir William Gregory (1817–92) was 60, 35 years older than Augusta, and a wealthy widower.2 He was not a handsome man. He was stout with a heavy face and thin hair. With his mutton-chop whiskers, firmly set mouth and the upright posture of the habitually and unselfconsciously authoritarian, he looked like a classic Victorian male.3 But there is a surviving photograph that indicates a melancholy or introspective aspect to his character: his shoulders droop, his necktie is skewed, he looks away from the camera with a distracted expression. Add to this his contemporaries’ observations that he was a humorous and warm man, with an interest in literature, and an urbane manner, and it seems less improbable that the shy girl should find herself discussing Ceylon with him (one of her brothers was about to go), and later show him the gardens.4 She met him several times that summer and found him attentive. On one occasion she was invited with Richard to his estate at Coole, about eight miles to the south-west of Roxborough, to dine and stay the night. William took them for a drive in the woods, showed them treasures from Ceylon and gave her a pearl ring.5


While Roxborough was associated with hunting and rowdiness, Coole was civilised and scholarly. An elderly friend of Augusta’s, who gave her books, came to see her one day from Coole extolling its ‘fine intellectual tradition’ and the rich collection of books in its library. He observed, mischievously, ‘That is the only house I have seen in the county that would make a right setting for you.’6 If Coole, nearby but largely unvisited, had a somewhat mythical character for Augusta, its master, often absent, a man of the world, of whom a number of stories were told, must have had a certain glamour.


William’s privileged youth had encompassed a Harrow and Oxford education and a grandfather who was UnderSecretary to the Viceroy and who provided him with the contacts to become MP for Dublin at the age of 25 through vote purchasing and patronage, not unusual for the period.7 Old Mr Gregory also ensured that his grandson became a protégé of Robert Peel, then Prime Minister; Peel’s door, including the door to his study, was always open to William. When William’s old schoolfriend, Anthony Trollope, an insecure and poorly connected assistant surveyor for the Post Office in Ireland, visited William in 1844 he was impressed by his achievements and is said to have based his eponymous hero, Phineas Finn, on him.8


In fact, William was squandering his magnificent advantages, mainly at the racecourse where he was becoming a serious gambler. He lost his seat in 1847 – the year his father died and he inherited Coole – and in the next ten years he lost his fortune. He had to sell half of the estate in the Encumbered Estate Court in 1857.9 William had been unemotional and pragmatic about the sale, engaging a businessman to push up the prices at the auction, but unfortunately his financial problems were not resolved and he still had a substantial debt. More land was sold, and in 1867 he had 5,000 acres of the 15,000 he had inherited.


His only political legacy from his first term in Parliament was the notorious Gregory Clause, an amendment to the Poor Law Bill of 1847, enacted during the famine, which made those tenants occupying more than a quarter of an acre ineligible for relief.10 It was designed to reduce the numbers of people with tiny holdings, but in proposing it William displayed a profound insensitivity to the vulnerability of the poorest in Ireland, for, as it was pointed out in the Parliamentary debate, the poorest, who had to relinquish their lease to gain relief in a workhouse, effectively had to chose between having a home or receiving sustenance. His father died from typhus caught trying to relieve the distress of his tenants, so that William was soon confronted with the horror of their situation, and he was haunted by their suffering until the end of his life. Yet when he came to write his autobiography he still stood by his policy as a necessity for Ireland.


In his autobiography, William adroitly distanced himself from the disastrous effects of the Gregory Clause by painting a picture of himself as a good landlord. It was true that, unlike some landowners, he had not used the clause as a way of getting rid of tenants who were in arrears; he had, he claimed, never evicted a tenant. But his was a paternalistic care, typical of his time, that prided itself on the trust that existed between tenant and landlord, but which neglected to ensure that tenants’ positions were formally defined. He did not raise rents if tenants improved their holdings, but equally he did not grant secure leases so that if he sold land, which he did, the tenants were not protected from a more unscrupulous landowner.


Augusta saw enough of his practical concern and his involvement to realise that he was a far superior landlord to her father. However, the shortcomings of paternalism would become more obvious in 1879 when the Land League would initiate the demand for tenant rights. Later, Augusta, as a nationalist, would have a far greater insight into the needs of the tenants than William ever had. Yet, apologist of the Gregorys as she would also become, she never shook off William’s romanticism about the trust that could exist between tenant and landlord. Even in 1915 she could write a play where that relationship is exhibited without irony.


Keen to atone for his wasted youth, William Gregory re-entered Parliament in 1857 as an MP for Galway, supported by the Catholic Church, to studiously address the economic and social needs of the west of Ireland. As high office eluded him he set his sights on the governorship of Ceylon (now Sri Lanka), a position that was secured for him in 1872 by his friend Lady Frances Waldegrave. He flourished there for five years, exercising his landowning and political skills in the expanded arena of a colony. He returned to Ireland with a knighthood.


He also returned to a lonely house. His mother, whom he admired for being religious, but unprejudiced and broadminded, had died two years previously. Worse, Elizabeth Temple Bowdoin, the woman he had loved for years and married when her husband died in 1872, had died just seventeen months later in June 1873 of fever in Ceylon.11 She had been his ideal companion, intelligent, fond of art and travel, a good linguist, well read. William, who inherited an annual life income of £1,200 from her, had been devastated by her death.12 But, much as he missed her, only four months after her death he did consider remarriage. ‘Of course I never can feel as I felt for my late dear wife,’ he wrote to his mother. ‘Still I could have a warm regard and respect for a woman who suited me and that would be enough.’13 Once at quiet Coole in 1877 the ready attention and engaging eagerness of Augusta emerging from the convivial atmosphere of Roxborough may well have revived thoughts of the desirability of marriage.


As the 25-year-old Augusta wheeled her brother about the promenades of Southern Europe her thoughts often turned to marriage. Should one marry for love or was affection and mutual respect enough? Should one marry at all? At Bellaggio on Lake Como she translated Heine’s poem, Bad Dream, from German and was swept up by his vision that only those who find something to admire in each other should marry.14 But at Pallanza, full of couples on honeymoons, Augusta could only see the disadvantages of marriage where couples seemed reticent with each other and isolated from other people. She exulted in her own comparative independence.


After their encounters in Galway in the summer of 1877, William and Augusta met frequently during the next few winters. William, in Cannes, would call at her hotel; Augusta later recalled how on his last day in 1878 he came three times, ‘and three times the porter, Henri, had told him I was out, as porters do. I had got to like him very much.’ Augusta was delighted to find someone who loved literature – he was also familiar with the Greek, Roman and Singhalese classics – and was prepared to share his enthusiasm with her, copying his favourite poems and prose extracts into little books. She could enthuse about Italian writing, and he could tell her about art. On 10 April he acknowledged her interest in Dante by giving her a terracotta head of the poet.15


Augusta admitted in Seventy Years that the idea of marrying him soon presented itself to her: ‘I lived in too large and irreverent a family for [the] detachment of mind [not to think of marriage].’ They were not in love, but she was satisfied that they had interests in common and plenty to talk about. William was the first person she had met who offered her something: ‘He cared for the things I cared for, he could teach me and help me so much.’ Back at Coole she was given the run of the library, and soon there were six books of her own choice in his will. Choosing the titles was a challenge that remained with her, so that periodically throughout her life she wondered what her six books would be.16


The Persses were slow to perceive that William and Augusta were finding mutual enjoyment in each other’s company. Richard was bemused by the way William talked to Augusta rather than to him, and her mother was preoccupied by William’s kindness to herself, not realising that he was habitually attentive to women. They were not going to smooth the way for the couple, and in the early spring of 1879, when Richard’s condition worsened, Augusta’s duties increased. William, concerned that Augusta was being marked down for the life of a spinster, visited her mother in Dublin to object to the increased demands for self-sacrifice.17


As her patient improved in the warm spring of 1879 Augusta wrote from Cannes to tell William. His reply from Rome to ‘my dear Miss Persse’ warmly rejoiced in the slackening of her duties. He had not thought that Richard would die, ‘but I did fear that he was likely to fall, as it were, into a lower stage of health and the more thrown on your constant care.’18 William had recently met an old friend, Robert Tighe, 72 years of age, about to be married to a girl of 27 who hated parties and loved art as he did. William had been doubtful about pursuing the much younger Augusta, wondering if he looked foolish. Later he would justify his choice to his closest friend, Henry Layard, by pointing out that she was mature ‘in thought and habits’, clever, well-informed and shared his interests.19 He felt encouraged by Tighe, and described the couple to Augusta, conveying a hint of his intentions.


But that was the summer that Augusta, when she returned to Ireland, was expected to help run Roxborough. Marriage seemed more remote than ever. For Christmas William lent her a copy of Henry James’s first novel, Roderick Hudson. When he came to Roxborough before going abroad in January 1880, Augusta noted that he looked ill ‘and was, I thought, depressed, and when he said good-bye I felt sad and lonely’.20 Her instinct was sure, for in a letter written to Sir Henry Layard on 15 February William confided: ‘I have found myself of late so lonely especially when in the country and by myself that my spirits and health were giving way and I could no longer live without a companion. It is all very well when you are young, but solitude is bad for the old, and last winter tired me terribly.’


When she returned the copy of Roderick Hudson to William in early January 1880 Augusta included an oblique indication that she was willing to think of marriage. Unfortunately Augusta’s letter is lost and we only know this from William’s reply on 25 January: ‘I have read over many times the letter which you wrote to me a fortnight since when returning Roderick Hudson. Am I too presumptuous in thinking that there is something more in it than a mere critique of that book?’21 Cautiously he laid his cards on the table: ‘I have thought over & over again on the subject, and have at length determined to ask you if I may write freely to you on the most momentous question affecting man’s & woman’s life?’ Fearful that she would refuse him and cause him to lose face he gave her the opportunity to withdraw before he formally proposed, and ended rather coldly, ‘and I ask also this favour that until I hear from you . . . you will refrain from communicating the purport of this letter to any one.’


She replied immediately, and a few days later, sifting through the post before she led household prayers, she saw a sealed letter (they were usually unsealed) from William. Once her duty was performed she opened the letter and read a proposal of marriage beginning ‘Dearest Augusta’.22


Here, without illusion, he set out the character of their marriage: affectionate companionship based on similar tastes. There was no mention of love, but ‘I have too deep an affection for you to try & influence you to take such a step as marriage with me without the deepest consideration’. He described the positive aspects: ‘We know something of the character of each other, though I know far more of you than you of me. We can both live quietly, if we think fit, without yearning for balls and dissipation. It is great happiness no doubt to see this beautiful world in the companionship that is the most congenial one can select.’ But, on the other side, he warned, ‘ pray pray remember that I am old enough to be your father.’ There was the possibility of illness: ‘Your life has not been very bright. Think what it would be if you had an invalid again thrown upon you. All I could offer you would be affection, a small consolation.’ He told her that he had been devastated by the death of his first wife and dreaded another big public wedding (‘feast, & toasts & gossip’) in Castleboy or Dublin. He was investigating a quiet, unheralded wedding in Tooting, London, though it was up to her (or, more likely, her mother).


Augusta matched his measured tone of good sense and clear-eyed expectation in the description of her reaction in Seventy Years: ‘I felt extraordinarily happy and serene, happy in the thought of being with him, of serving him, of learning from him. And I was happy also in the thought of not leaving the country, the neighbourhood which I loved.’ It was, in fact, an offer that lay close to her well-prepared heart. In an early draft of her memoirs written in later years she compared herself to Dorothea in George Eliot’s Middlemarch: ‘It seemed to me that her [Dorothea’s] feelings for her idealised Casaubon (before she realised them!) were something like mine.’23 She admired William and hoped to lead a better, more meaningful life with him. He also needed care and attention. Where duty and a measure of self-fulfilment had formerly been at odds, now they could be reconciled in a life lived with Sir William Gregory. But above all she was making an escape from constricting circumstances. That desire for self-fulfilment was as yet muted, but it might not always be so subdued. The self-effacing, reliable, responsible, quietly intelligent girl that William deemed a suitable companion for his declining years lacked opportunities rather than innate spirit. And now, here was the first oppor tunity, heralded by William’s direct and insistent question: ‘Will you be my wife?’ ‘Will you marry me at once?’


With the marriage established Augusta was, with eye-opening speed, freed from her duties at Roxborough; an uncle’s widow and daughter were found to take her place. The Persses, true to their consistent misunderstanding of Augusta, greeted the marriage with a mixture of astonishment – ‘How did that little thing get the big man?’ – pleasure, when they thought of the benefits to themselves – uninterrupted shooting from Castle Taylor to Coole – and sadness, when they realised that her valuable contribution would cease. The only one who seemed as though he would miss her was Algernon.24


As the couple immersed themselves in the preparations for their new life Augusta’s rise in status was palpable. William engaged a lady’s maid for her.25 There were financial arrangements. Augusta brought a modest dowry: £800 from her parents and £1,100 in stock, all of which remained in her name, as was usual by that time.26 William sent her a letter which introduced her to her new role as wife of the master of Coole, emphasising her obligation to respect and maintain the trust that existed between himself and his tenants.27 He still worried about her age: ‘. . . you looked quite in your early teens when you appeared in your sealskin & hat the other day, and I am dreadfully afraid that the Society for the Suppression of Vice will seize & prosecute me for abducting a girl below the proper age . . .’ he wrote on 16 February.


If clothes, worn, regretted, planned for oneself or observed on others are an indicator of states of mind, then Augusta’s attitudes and feelings during the flurry of her wedding and honeymoon emerge from their not infrequent mention in letters and in her Seventy Years account. She easily acquiesced to the need for morning and evening dresses, but the habitually self-effacing girl, further constrained by the bare month for her wedding preparations, demanded no wedding dress. And for the travelling dress, which she wore for her wedding, she chose grey, unwilling to change to colours after eighteen months of mourning for her father and brother. She had no desire to sever the bonds with her family. William did nothing to encourage Augusta to step out of her serious-minded apparel, affectionately describing her as a ‘Jenny Wren’ among more fashionable ‘birds of plumage’. Later Augusta would regret not entering into the spirit of her  wedding as she periodically looked at photographs of herself in her wedding dress and black bonnet, wincing as the hat became increasingly unfashionable until, in 1922, the style was only to be seen ‘on a charwoman in an omnibus’.


There is a surviving photograph of this girl, soon to be 28. She stands in a neat silk dress with doll-like stiffness, uncertainly touching an elaborate vase on a heavily carved table, objects that were meant to endow gravitas, but which have the effect of emphasising her appearance of extreme youth; she does not stand confidently or proprietorially in the world of the vase and table yet. Her hair is centrally parted and drawn tightly back behind her ears so that a strong jaw is prominent. This contributes to the plain appearance that her family saw, though her obvious shyness exacerbated this effect. A portrait taken in Milan on her honeymoon reveals the heaviness of Augusta’s young features: her lips are full, her eyes dark, uncertain, watchful.28 She is dressed in a black-buttoned bodice, a severe costume which emphasises the restraint in her face. She has obviously still to come to terms with her new position.


They were married on Thursday 4 March at St Matthias Church on Hatch Street in Dublin.29 St Matthias, although a popular Ascendancy church, was relatively new and on the edge of fashionable Dublin; a society wedding would have taken place in St Patrick’s Cathedral or St Peter’s. They were married by licence, dispensing with the calling of banns, perhaps to limit advertisement of the wedding (although it was announced in The Times) or, more likely, so that they could get married quickly and avoid fuss. William and Mrs Persse had compromised: it was Dublin, but quiet. Algernon – Algie, now to William – was a witness, and after dinner the Gregorys went straight to the steamer at Kingstown (now Dun Laoghaire) and spent the night in Holyhead before proceeding to London.
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William’s emphasis in his letters on a quiet life was inspired by the fear that that was the life illness would compel him to live. In fact, he relished social events, and the honeymoon, originally intended as a tour of Italy, soon became an opportunity for him to introduce his bride to the aristocratic European society in which he moved so easily. It demanded a more adventurous wardrobe for Augusta and they visited the court dressmaker, Madame Durrant in Bond Street – she made Augusta a violet silk evening dress decorated with a panel of Augusta’s own point lace – and corset-makers, Sykes, in Hanover Square.30


It was now that Augusta began to enjoy herself, much to William’s surprise and amusement: ‘I am hardly recovered as yet from the surprise which my marriage has caused me,’ he wrote to Layard. ‘My wife, who was quite a student, is now plunged among chiffons and modistes, and I am bound to admit that she bears the infliction with a resignation which is rather alarming and ominous, excusing her new-fangled interest in dress on the grounds of pleasing me.’31


Augusta’s first priority was to prepare for her presentation as a newly married woman to Queen Victoria at one of the Queen’s ‘Drawing Rooms’, for which she needed a dress with a train, a veil and plumes of feathers. When the event took place it was Disraeli, standing in the background behind the Queen, ‘a diamond star glittering from his black velvet’, who particularly attracted Augusta’s attention in the bewildering crush of the presentation. Knowing he had at one time been a friend of William’s, she wanted an introduction to hear ‘some finely phrased compliment’, but William had a meeting about newly uncovered frescoes in Rome and, the audience with the Queen over, they hurried away, William’s concerns taking priority over his wife’s romantic hopes.32


Had she known it, she met, in those packed and no doubt confusing ten days, some of the people who would form the circle of friends that closed comfortingly around her after William’s death twelve years later. They lunched and dined with Arthur Haliburton, a War Office official. She met Albert Gray, who had been with William in Ceylon, and his wife, who took her out driving in Hyde Park. There was an alarming meeting with the difficult, reticent director of the London National Gallery, Frederic Burton (1816–1900). An Irishman who, in the 1840s, had made his name painting the rural poor of Kerry and Galway, Burton had left Ireland in 1851. Augusta disarmed him with a naive comment which burst out of her shyness as they examined a painting, and felt that his delighted laughter signified that she had broken through his hauteur.33 They visited the studio of the fashionable sculptor, Edgar Boehm, who was casting a bronze statue of Sir William for Colombo in Ceylon. She lunched with the celebrated society beauty, Lady Virginia Somers, and with the wife of a neighbouring landlord in Galway, Lady Redington. She may have been quiet, but she was not uncritical, immediately taking against Henry Singleton for abusing Irish landlords.34


After two social days in Paris, there were twelve days alone with William in small Italian towns, the first real test of their compatibility. Augusta had started a terse diary on the day of her wedding, dominated until Turin by lists of new acquaintances and engagements. Now this was replaced by brief descriptions and much approval of paintings and churches as Augusta became the willing pupil. Cautiously, the comments on these works of art expanded, and by the time she got to Perugia, Augusta was appreciating an early Raphael, finding Perugino exquisite, noting a fine façade ‘showing the transition to the classical style’.35


In Rome they were quickly absorbed into the flourishing society of semi-resident Europeans and Americans. She met Comte Florimond de Basterot (1836–1904), the wealthy and sophisticated descendant of a Frenchman who had bought a house at Duras, not far from Coole on Galway Bay. In his youth de Basterot had travelled dangerously and written books about it. Now, paralysed from the waist down, he surrounded himself with writers and artists, and took the Gregorys to the lavishly decorated villas of his friends.


Augusta also met the novelist Henry James. In his late thirties, James had made his name with Daisy Miller, published the year previously. This, together with his consistently courteous, thoughtful manner spiced by a sharp wit had given him easy access to the salons that Augusta was just entering. In later years Augusta and James would become friends, but on this occasion Augusta could only marvel at William’s urbane reference to the role Roderick Hudson had played in their courtship, while she herself remained dumb.36


At the centre of this society was the British Embassy and the British ambassador who invited them to dinner to meet the Crown Princess of Prussia, Queen Victoria’s daughter. She went to her first ball, and the newly married Gregorys were received by the Pope, Leo X, at the Vatican, where Augusta presented rosaries given to her by country people at Roxborough for him to bless. Then they sailed to Greece and met Heinrich Schliemann, the archaeologist who dominated the profession at that time, having claimed the sole credit of discovering Homeric Troy (in Turkey).


It was in Constantinople (now Istanbul), where Sir Henry Layard (1817–94) was British ambassador, that Augusta really began to enjoy herself. As the embassy launch took them away from the din of the quays through the Bosphorus to the summer residence of the ambassador, Augusta felt that she was now participating in one of those adventurous journeys that so many of William’s friends had undertaken as young men. Henry Layard had been one of these, becoming an archaeologist in Iraq and discovering Nineveh before becoming an MP and then a diplomat. He had come to Constantinople with his young wife, Enid, in 1877. However, his career was about to end abruptly, for, arriving with the Gregorys was a telegram from the Prime Minister William Gladstone recalling him to discuss Layard’s indiscreetly expressed distrust of the Sultan.37


Enid, a good looking blonde woman, nine years older than Augusta, had proved to be a stoical and resourceful diplomatic wife, enjoying gossipy embassy society and developing her interest in painting and sewing. She was an obvious role model for Augusta, and would become that rare thing for her, a close female friend. On this occasion, however, they both kept their distance. Enid was ‘Lady Layard’ in Augusta’s diary, while Enid remarked in a detached way in her diary that Augusta was ‘about 21 . . . plain but intelligent looking’.38 While Enid stayed at home, Augusta accompanied William and Henry sightseeing. As ever, Augusta was easy in all-male company, especially as the stout and genial Henry had taken her on by extending to her the humorous grumbling manner he used with Enid. As a house guest Augusta could relax and enjoy her co-guests, including the traveller Laurence Oliphant, talking volubly about a scheme to settle Palestine with Jews.


After seven days at sea the Gregorys reached London in June, the middle of the summer season. They took up residence in William’s recently acquired house, 3 St George’s Place (now demolished), in an enclave off Hyde Park. This was Augusta’s entry into what would become a significant part of her life, for William belonged to that group of aristocrats who annually left their country estates for the May-to-July season in London. The Gregorys joined the vivacious, exhausting and compact social world revolving around the luncheons and dinners, balls, salons, private views and Sunday afternoon calls of the social elite of late Victorian Britain, which climaxed with the Marlborough House garden party hosted by the Prince of Wales. John Buchan recalled this London in his memoirs, describing it as still preserving ‘the modes and rites of aristocracy’; it was ‘friendly and well-bred’, ‘secure and self-satisfied’, despite the social changes of the late nineteenth century.39


Among the lists of people that now filled her diary some were familiar from home – her sister Adelaide, Aubrey de Vere – some she had met recently, others new to her – Arthur Birch, Lieutenant Governor of Ceylon when William was Governor, Arthur Clay, a barrister-painter related to William’s first wife, William Lecky, the Irish historian, the elderly Robert Browning – ‘pleasant and agreeable . . . but so unlike his poetry’ – and Lady Lilford, Lady Margaret Beaumont and Lady Stanley, three formidable hostesses who lionised William. By the time the Marlborough House garden party arrived on 13 June, Augusta could mingle among people whose names she at least knew.


Although delighted by these acquaintances, she was also daunted, for society welcomed, even required, wit and character, while Augusta was shy and inexperienced. And society and William were not willing to make allowances: ‘I found it hard to plunge into the Bethesda pool. And he [William], half vexed, half amused, would quote what was said of Goldsmith as a talker, that he had a thousand pounds in the bank but not a penny of small change in his pocket. It was not all my fault, for when he took me to see or dine with old friends, they would, after a kindly greeting to me, turn to him as was natural, and ask his opinion on this or that and gather round him to listen.’40 Gregory, knowledgeable and authoritative, consistently charming and even-tempered in company (Gladstone pronounced him ‘the most agreeable I have ever known’), was a formidable consort for his young wife.


The experienced William and gauche Augusta appeared in the novelist George Moore’s mischievous pre-First World War memoirs.41 Moore inaccurately described Augusta as having a ‘Protestant high-school air’, implicitly associating the intellectual impression of her exposed forehead with a young lady’s formal education. But his experience of her as anxious ‘to say or do nothing that would jar’, echoed Augusta’s own admission, as did his memory that ‘on the whole it was pleasant to pass from her to William, who was more at his ease, more natural’.42


In an attempt to shine socially, she did allow herself the odd daring comment, and the gambit of asking people she admired to sign her fan, which had a band of white signature-sized sections. Moore, not initially asked to sign the fan, was critical and felt that William found it an embarrassingly tactless project. Augusta would first make her mark socially in Egypt, over a year later, when she found subject, style and passion, so that one evening, ‘coming from a small dinner at Sir Edward Malet’s, where I had held my own, my husband made me very happy by saying he was content’.43


They returned to Coole on 29 July 1880 for the traditional welcome for the bride of an Anglo-Irish landlord: ‘Received at Gort by [the] Canon and Father Shannon & a mob, the temperance band playing, town decorated, a bonfire at the gate, & triumphal arch with “Cead Mile Failthe” at the gate of Coole,’ she wrote in her diary.44 While this display of respect and loyalty for the family from the tenants was in all probability planned and executed in a spirit which both tenants and Gregorys felt to be fixed, there were covert voices of dissent, and a new temper, just discernible before their marriage, was hardening into opposition. But this was as yet no concern of Augusta’s as she was plunged into a round of local visits to be congratulated on her marriage.


The Coole Park that Augusta was brought to in the summer of 1880 has substantially gone. The estate was sold to the Land and Forestry Commission in October 1927, and the buildings, allowed to fall into ruin, were later sold to a building contractor for £600 (the price of the stone) who demolished the house in 1941. A new Coole has come into being. At the centre is the carefully preserved footprint of the house – a neat, low rectangular platform. A short flight of wide limestone steps which once rose to a terrace in front of the house now rises inconsequentially. To the right are the ruins of the dairy and laundry, while to the left the coach house which faced the stables and barns across a great cobbled yard, have been converted into a visitor centre. Two walled gardens survive. One, between house and stables, is stripped of its fruit and vegetables. The other, beyond the dairy, circumvented by box-lined gravelled paths, maintains the tranquillity of a garden sheltered from salt winds, and is still home to the often photographed autograph tree (witness to Augusta’s continuing passion for collecting signatures of those she considered significant), a copper beech, now inaccessible to would-be inscribers. The garden once housed vineries protected by yew, and a vast Catalpa tree, and here Augusta would plant flowers. It still harbours, under a mass of ivy, the colossal white marble bust of Maecenas, the only remnant of the cultural presence of the Coole that greeted Augusta.


Traces of the ordering of approach remain: gateposts on the road, a gate lodge, a curving drive through fields, the plunge into overarching Ilex trees, but not the opening out to a sunny lawn overlooked by a white-painted, welcoming house. Most memorable are the trees; the specimens brought back from the East, many by William, and the ‘seven woods’ that Yeats named in ‘The Shadowy Waters’, some wild, some planted, that Augusta would tend with passion – Shan-walla, Kyle-dortha (the dark wood), Kyle-na-no (the nut wood), Pairc-na-lee (the calves’ field), Pairc-na-carraig (rock field), Pairc-na-tarav (the bull field), Inchy Wood. They distinguished Coole for everyone, farmers and neighbouring landowners, and visitors. Today, with Forestry Commission pines planted on lawns and in the older woods, the formerly demarcated spaces have merged, and the silence of the whole place is the silence of the forest, broken by calls of blue tits and rustles in the undergrowth.


Beyond this is the river which, having risen from an underground cavern, runs into the turlough, a lake that rises with the winter rains and drops with the summer drought. The water was once visible from the house through the winter trees of Pairc-na-carraig. Now the wild stoniness of the place is only discovered on emerging from the wood.


Coole was the creation of many generations.45 The core of the estate – Coole and Kiltartan – was bought by Robert Gregory (1727–1810) in 1768.46 He had made a significant fortune in the East India Company and had followed a successful political career in England. At Coole he built a modest, square six-bay house like many others of the period, with three storeys to the front and two to the back facing the turlough and distant Burren Hills.47 The only gesture to architecture was a tri partite Venetian window under a semicircular Diocletian window designed to light the staircase and decorate the front elevation. Inside, the three main rooms – library, dining-room and drawing-room – had the view. The entrance floor contained a gun room, small dining-room, breakfast room, informal rooms to which tenants could be admitted, and which had easy access to the kitchen, servants’ hall and stores half a floor below in the basement. The house, rising half-floor by half-floor, which gave views up and down onto other landings, achieved light and spaciousness with economy.


Robert planted trees, set out the front and back lawns, constructed a high stone wall about the demesne, introduced modern cultivation techniques, stocked the library and commissioned Nathaniel Dance to paint his portrait and Joseph Nollekens to produce his bust.48 In the 1780s, his fortune exhausted, he sold his two English estates, thus reorienting the Gregorys towards Ireland. His eldest son Richard added books, Italian sculpture – including a copy of the statue of the Venus di Medici which stood in the drawing-room – the Victorian bay windows to the rear and a less than elegant porch to the front.49


Where Robert had endowed the Gregorys with landed wealth, his youngest son, William Gregory (1762–1840), as Civil Under Secretary to the Viceroy from 1813–31, gave them status among the Ascendancy.50 At Coole he contributed neo-Classical marble busts, priceless porcelain, books on India and Egypt and early nineteenth-century Celtic studies, and his prints of politicians and Lords Lieutenants hung in the dim gold breakfast room.51 His son, Robert (1790–1847), Sir William’s father, inherited in 1841 and after his death in 1847, his wife lived there a further thirty years.52 William and Augusta added furniture, books, pictures and the subdued richness of William Morris wallpaper.


Photographs taken of Coole interiors in the early twentieth century show that the successive acquisitions of the previous 100 years were put together to make a comfortable, full, eclectic house. Georgian decorum just won over Victorian clutter, but Coole did not stand on ceremony; it was an enveloping house. It would not be difficult for Augusta to insert her paintings – many by her son, many of Coole – and books, which she put on shelves made from gilded picture frames in the drawing-room which would become a richly personal room.


Like Roxborough, the estate at Coole was a thriving, self-sufficient enterprise. Its water was supplied by a horse-drawn pump from the turlough. Cows, sheep and pigs grazed on the front and back lawns, in the fields nearer the road, and in 40 acres beyond the river.53 They were housed in haggards and piggeries behind the barn complex. There were fewer servants living in the house than at Roxborough. Some lived over the dairy and laundry. There were also eight houses set singly in the demesne beyond the woods, for the game keeper, steward, coachman and farm servants.54


Within a month of arriving at Coole Augusta was pregnant. Surviving letters written before their marriage do not mention children, but as Augusta was young and an heir to Coole desirable children may well have been in their minds. For people of their class children did not have to interfere with the travelling and intellectual companionship they had planned.


In his biography of W.B. Yeats, R.F. Foster repeated a Gort legend that the father of Augusta’s son was not the elderly Sir William, but a young blacksmith, Seanín Farrell, who had been approached to father the child and then helped to emigrate to America.55 We will never know whether this is true or not. As a rumour it is provocative, for it cuts into Lady Gregory’s image of the Gregorys as liberal landowners, throwing up a more archaic impression of absolute power. As a story it has a strong element of wish fulfilment for people long overshadowed by the Gregorys who were too beneficent to be hated yet indisputably in charge. Augusta was adept at keeping secrets so that no hint of this, if it was true, was transmitted to her son or grandchildren. Yet, it may have added fuel to her life-long championing of the Gregorys, and deepened her desire to defend William against the possible charges of posterity. And in the diary she kept after William’s death, in which she occasionally mentioned the help she gave to local people, ‘old Farrell’ does have a puzzling prominence. Overall though, it is unlikely to be true, not least because Augusta was pregnant so soon after her arrival at Coole, and because William, apparently unprepared for fatherhood, reacted with such irritated intolerance to the changes pregnancy made to Augusta’s life in the next nine months.


By the end of October Augusta was ill and needed rest. William was self-pitying, worried about his own health and impatient to visit the warm south as they had planned. ‘People congratulate me on the prospect of being a father which I dread and detest,’ he complained to Layard. ‘My wife is so poorly that she cannot do anything at present and so as I am likely to be detained at Coole much longer than I intended I have left her there with her sister and come to London.’56 It would, from a modern perspective, be reasonable of Augusta to be severely disappointed by this lack of support from her husband, but it is questionable whether a late Victorian wife would have expected much sympathy. She was stoical, and her sister Arabella, still unmarried, was on hand to help her.


The disconsolate William went off to Southern Italy as planned in the autumn, without her. But he spent New Year in Dublin with her and they returned to Coole on 2 January. By March he was back in Dublin and she was at Roxborough. On the anniversary of their marriage he wrote cursorily and a shade dutifully, ‘Let me send you many words of love and esteem,’ before plunging into details about his plans and present experiences, although he did express concern about her reading material.


It was then, in the third trimester, when morning sickness has usually worn off, that Augusta became seriously ill. Realising that William found her pregnancy ‘unpleasant and distasteful’ she forbade anyone to tell him of her danger, and he only discovered it when she had improved.57 Cancelling his plans to travel south again, William came back, penitent, to Coole. After that Augusta’s condition improved so that they spent May together in London, and on the day, 20 May, when the doctor pronounced her confinement to have begun, she felt able to proceed with the luncheon party for eight guests that they had already planned.


Her baby was born at 9pm that evening. He was later christened William Robert at fashionable St George’s Church, Hanover Square, where William had married Elizabeth Bowdoin. The christening was not recorded in Augusta’s still very terse diary. Was this an oversight or had Augusta not quite come to terms with the fact of the new baby? As was the custom ‘baba’ was immediately handed over to a wet nurse. Within a month he had gone to Dublin, and Augusta was back in society, attending the Queen’s ball, spending a country weekend with Lady Molesworth, the Gladstones, Lord Northbrooke, ‘etc, etc’, as she wrote in her diary. Even by the standards of a society that prioritised dancing over a prolonged confinement, this was a quick recovery, no doubt encouraged by William.


Augusta was extremely reticent in her diary and letters about her feelings as a mother for Robert, although less so once he became a schoolboy. Stray comments over the next few years about being reunited with ‘baba’ when she returned from travels abroad with William tell us that she missed him. In Seventy Years she once quoted a letter from 1909 in which she stated categorically, though in parenthesis, that she suffered from the frequent breaks with him: ‘The London life and that abroad with my husband (but for the constant pain of leaving Robert) went by swiftly and delightfully.’58


Whatever her maternal feelings for her baby son Augusta was required to think first of William. He had no qualms about farming out the baby, writing grumpily to Robert’s godfather, Henry Layard, when Robert was five months old, ‘I wish to heavens he could be shut up . . . till he reaches the age of 7 at least.’59 William insisted that they resume their travelling, that Augusta become again an engaging and interested companion who would put her husband’s needs, particularly his uncertain health, first. It was the call of duty, familiar from Roxborough, and Augusta was well able to stow away her own feelings and respond ungrudgingly to her husband’s demands. The price she paid was that she was rarely close to Robert as an infant, and he remained ‘baby’ or ‘baba’ for at least two years. It was perhaps a point of tension between herself and William, a hidden source of resentment or dissatisfaction. Augusta would never formally criticise her husband, but a generalisation she later made about marriage is revealing: ‘The weak point in marriage is that it legitimises selfishness.’60 This disappointment may have made her more alert to the idealistic generosity of the much younger Wilfrid Blunt when she met him a year later.


There was another aspect to Augusta’s motherhood. Robert was the heir to the Coole estate and, as his mother, Augusta had augmented her social position. Even her own mother could not quibble, and recognised that of her five daughters only plain Augusta and Eliza of Castle Taylor had produced heirs to substantial estates. Augusta was now one of her more successful daughters.


Something of Augusta’s buried discontent was evident, though not to William, on their month’s tour of Belgium, Holland and Germany in summer 1881. The two-month-old Robert had been taken to Dublin (probably to her mother’s house) on 18 June and they left London five weeks later. William was cock-a-hoop, feeling life was back on its proper course again: ‘We have had a charming tour. Fortunately Lady G— is as fond of pictures and architecture and works of art as myself,’ he wrote to Layard, listing the places they had visited and their associated artists – Cologne, Cassel (Rembrandt), Brunswick (Jan Steen), Hildesheim.61


These names had a different resonance for Augusta, who was recording the pictures in her diary ‘that I might remember them to please W. more than for my own pleasure’.62 She was diligent, and the detailed descriptions, occasional comparisons, comments on an artist’s handling of paint, notes on artistic influences and quality in her diary all speak of long evenings without the distraction of friends, and a continued determination to be a well-informed companion. But her heart was not engaged as it had been the previous year. Some entries are brief: ‘Museum again’. There was one entry, squashed at the top of the page, which described a painting of a baby in a cradle over which a girl stooped, smiling at him, which suggests a secret longing to be with her own baby. It was with relief that she received a ‘good account of baby’ on 21 August. They were back in London two days later, and then it was ‘Coole & baby’.


During Augusta’s courtship, marriage, pregnancy and early motherhood relations between tenants and landlords in Ireland began to deteriorate as low agricultural prices caused tenants to fall into arrears with their rents and landlords to respond with evictions.63 William, cushioned by his first wife’s legacy, could afford to give a 10 per cent abatement for rents after the poor harvest of 1879, and, although he raised his rents the following year when the harvest was good, it was not to earlier levels. Coole tenants were apparently content.64


Where landlords had evicted, tenants began to agitate, and nationalists responded by forming the Land League in October 1879 to resist rack renting and unjust evictions. This was done peacefully at first, but later with violent attacks on landlords and by boycotting those who evicted tenants for refusing to pay a rent regarded as too high. The balance of power was shifting on many estates as the tenants pulled away from the unspoken pact of the past, whereby they gave respect, allegiance and loyalty in return for accepting the care of the landlord. Landlords began to fear that their power at Westminster and on their estates was slipping from them and that eventually their land would be confiscated.


William was horrified and distraught by what he heard. When he returned to Coole with his new wife in the late summer of 1880 he was relieved to find his tenants unaffected by the League. He tried to pre-empt such disruption at Coole with warnings, and gifts of dinner and dancing. In early 1881 he also produced a pessimistic pamphlet predicting ruin for Ireland and loss of power for Britain, which was widely read in political circles.65 He discussed his fears with Augusta, and in one letter, which he asked her to burn, he told her of his hopes that the Liberal, John Bright, would stand up to the League.


In 1881 the government alienated the tenants with a Coercion Bill, and the landlords with a Land Act. This latter aimed at securing tenant rights – the often referred to three F’s (fair rents, fixity of tenure and free sale) and the provision for a land commission to set rent levels. Some landlords welcomed this as a moderate move to secure peace, which in the event it was. But the ageing Gregory was despondent and negative, believing that landowners had lost all power to deal with recalcitrant tenants. In October, his pessimism seemed justified for, despite good crops and excellent prices, his goodwill gesture of a 10 per cent abatement in rents was rejected. He would, he claimed bitterly, fight them now, then, if necessary, leave Coole.66
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