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A BRIEF HISTORY

EVERY READER of this book will know about the age-old hostility between the Irish and the English, but not everyone will know how, when, and where it started. It was in 1170, to be precise, that Anglo-Normans first invaded Ireland, going on to grab the best land and introduce their own feudal system—a hierarchy of master and serf, landlord and tenant that was still in place more than seven hundred years later. Since then, the theme of violence between the two places—erupting, receding, erupting again—has never entirely disappeared. The muraled “peace walls” separating Catholic and Protestant neighborhoods in Northern Irish cities like Belfast and Derry had been prefigured in the fourteenth century by the thorny hedges and ten-foot ditches bounding “The Pale,” an area covering Dublin and its surroundings, under protection of the Crown and governed by its rules. It was considered to be a pocket of safety and civilization in marked contrast to the barbarous conditions of Irish life outside (and is the origin of the expression “beyond the pale”).

This “Us and Them” divide, “their religion” or “our religion,” intensified during the Reformation, when Protestantism replaced Roman Catholicism as the national church in England and Ireland, and Irish Catholics were seen as dangerous worshippers of the anti-faith. Henry VIII had broken ties with Rome when the pope refused to annul his first marriage and made himself supreme head of the English Church. He was also named king of Ireland, but his daughter, Queen Elizabeth, took much firmer control of their neighboring island. Fearing that her enemy—the Spanish Catholic King Philip—would use Ireland as a foothold to launch an attack on England, she decided to populate the country with loyal subjects. This involved confiscating vast quantities of land from powerful Gaelic families in the province of Munster and planting Irish estates with English and Scottish settlers.

One of the first arrivals was the great Elizabethan poet Edmund Spenser. Appointed a colonial official, he was a party to what was literally a war of extermination by the English—the 1580 suppression of a rebellion against the queen in Munster. More than six hundred Spanish and Irish soldiers were massacred; ordinary people systematically butchered; Catholic priests, hanged until “half dead,” were then decapitated, their heads fixed on poles in public places to instill fear in the native inhabitants. “So the name of an Inglysh man was made more terrible now to them than the sight of an hundryth was before,” remarked Sir Humphrey Gilbert, the queen’s ruthless military governor. The appalling famine that resulted from the merciless destruction of crops and cattle by Elizabeth’s troops left an estimated thirty thousand inhabitants dying of starvation—“anatomies of death,” who crawled along the ground because their legs were too weak to support them and feasted on carrion and carcasses they had dug out of graves. Spenser was one of the queen’s most ardent devotees, and his masterpiece, the allegorical epic The Faerie Queene, an extravagant homage to her sovereignty. And yet, his horror of what he saw in Munster is embedded in his writing: the hollow-eyed character of Despair wearing rags held together with thorns, his “raw-bone cheeks . . . shrunk into his jaws,” is the very image of the Irish famine victim.

It was as if the English felt themselves absolved from all ethical restraints when dealing with the Irish. The divine right of kings legitimized the use of force in maintaining the dominion of the sovereign, and as the insurrections of the Irish amounted to treason, Englishmen had God’s sanction to keep the rebellious natives in their thrall. Right of conquest had also validated England’s confiscation of Irish land.

*

Ultimately, in 1641, the long-suppressed Irish retaliated with a wave of horrific attacks. Queen Elizabeth’s successor, James I, had followed her policy of planting Irish estates with English and Scottish settlers and was concentrating on Ulster, the center of residual Gaelic resistance. Native resentment erupted: a County Armagh widow was captured by insurgents, who drowned five of her six children; in Portadown, one hundred English Protestants were herded from the sanctuary of a church, marched to a bridge over the River Bann, and forced into the wintry waters, where they died of exposure, drowned, or were shot by musket fire. As always, though, Britain, with its far superior military resources, had the upper hand. Retaliation for the 1641 uprising, and the reconquest of Ireland (which, following the English Civil Wars, had become the monarchy’s last chance of retaining the throne), resulted in one of the most shocking war crimes ever recorded.

In August 1649, six months after the execution of King Charles I, the parliamentarian General Oliver Cromwell decided to crush any remaining Royalist loyalty among Irish Catholics by conducting a massive campaign of ethnic cleansing. During his nine-month rampage, six hundred thousand perished, including fifteen hundred deliberately targeted civilians. Landowners, given the choice of going “to hell or to Connaught,” were forcibly driven west to the bleakest and poorest of the provinces, where they were allowed 10 percent of their original acreage. And yet, the vast majority of Cromwell’s contemporaries applauded his ruthless mission. To Irish Protestants, he was a brave deliverer who put down popery and set them free, while the celebrated English poet and parliamentarian Andrew Marvell endorsed Cromwell’s view of himself as a divine agent, regarding him as an elemental firebrand who could not have been held back. “’Tis madness to resist or blame / The force of angry Heaven’s flame,” he wrote, in “An Horatian Ode upon Cromwell’s Return from Ireland.”

No other figure in nine centuries of Anglo-Irish history has so starkly embodied the divide between the two nations: Ireland’s view of Cromwell as a monstrous tyrant is countered by England’s admiration of the soldier and statesman—today considered “one of the ten greatest Britons of all time”—who steered his country toward a constitutional government. A 1946 spy film, I See a Dark Stranger, gently satirizes this polarity, pairing the naïvely romantic Irish heroine (a dewy Deborah Kerr) with a British army type (Trevor Howard). He is writing a thesis in his spare time on Cromwell, explaining that the “underrated general” is a highly neglected character. “Huh! Not in Ireland!” snorts Kerr’s Bridie Quilty. “Do you know what he did to us?” Her private war against Britain has been provoked by hearing Guinness-fueled tales of Cromwell’s terrible deeds, and although she ends up marrying the Englishman, she still retains her fierce nationalist principles. On the first night of their honeymoon she storms off with her suitcase after spotting the inn sign beneath their window: “The Cromwell Arms.” Fifty years later, in much the same spirit, Irish prime minister Bertie Ahern is said to have marched out of the British foreign secretary’s office, refusing to return until a painting of “that murdering bastard” had been removed. (It was a political gaffe likened to “hanging a portrait of Eichmann before the visit of the Israeli Prime Minister.”)

*

Accounts of appalling suffering have been handed down from generation to generation, mythologized in folklore, poems, and patriotic songs. It was this historical grievance against the English—the “taunting, long-memory, back-dated, we-shall-not-forget . . . not letting bygones be bygones”—that Tony Blair decided to address when he was elected prime minister in 1997. The year marked the 150th anniversary of the Great Famine, when Ireland lost two million of its population through death or emigration—the most cataclysmic chapter of its history. The Irish had always blamed the disaster on Britain, which in the interest of protecting its economy, continued to import food from Ireland when its population were starving. Blair conceded that his country had indeed been accountable. In a message of reconciliation, read at a memorial concert by the actor Gabriel Byrne, he said, “That one million people should have died in what was then part of the richest and most powerful nation in the world is something that still causes pain. Those who governed in London at the time failed their people through standing by while a crop failure turned into a massive human tragedy.” Hailed as a landmark in Anglo-Irish relations, Blair’s admission coincided with a breakthrough in the Irish peace process—a few weeks later, the Irish Republican Army (IRA) restored its cease-fire.

*

The Great Famine had begun in 1845, when a virulent fungus, Phytophthora infestans, migrated from America to the potato fields of Ireland, Britain, and Europe, reducing entire crops to a black stinking mush. Nineteenth-century science had no remedies for such epidemic infestations, and as potatoes were the staple diet for at least half the people, the impact of the crop’s massive failure was more catastrophic in Ireland than anywhere else. “The Almighty, indeed, sent the potato blight, but the English created the famine,” was a typical nationalist response at the time, the accusation being that the apathy of English politicians, combined with their laissez-faire economic doctrine, had decimated the Irish peasantry. Even more incriminating was the belief that their campaign had been deliberate. The minister in charge of charitable relief, Charles Trevelyan, was demonized by the twentieth century, his much-quoted remark that “God had sent the calamity to teach the Irish a lesson” used as evidence by conspiracy theorists. In 1996, New York governor George Pataki ordered the Irish Famine to be included in the state’s school curriculum, saying that children were to be taught that hunger had been used by Britain as a tool of subjection, “as a means of keeping people down.” The Irish Famine/ Genocide Committee, founded in the United States a year earlier, looked into the possibility of forming an international tribunal to rule on legal accountability for the human loss.

Ordinary people’s resentment was directed not so much at the British government as at local agents, land-grabbers, and moneylenders—the avaricious “gombeen men,” who exploited the situation to their own advantage. What can be in no doubt, however, is the culpability of many Irish landlords. Regarding the removal of the poor from their estates as a prerequisite to making agricultural improvements, they used the Famine as an opportunity for mass clearances, evicting an estimated quarter of a million people. With nowhere to go, desperate tenant families built temporary shelters near their former homes, only to have them burned down or destroyed by bailiffs and hired crowbar brigades emboldened by the support of police and soldiers. In March 1846, responding in Parliament to complaints of inhumanity, the home secretary sided with the landlords, rejecting the notion that they were liable for criminal proceedings: as property owners, each had the right to do as he pleased.

*

In post-Famine Ireland, most smallholders were in arrears with their rent, and while numerous employers went out of their way to treat their workers with compassion—“Feed your family first, then give me what you can afford when times get better,” said one Bantry-based man—landlords continued to be much despised. The most prominent were often absent from their properties, the MPs in London while Parliament sat, the wealthiest moving between their various estates and delegating the management to land agents, who notoriously exploited their power over the tenants. Less prosperous owners did not have the cash to invest in improvements, and consequently, the country’s farming methods had stagnated. The umbrella term for the situation was “landlordism,” an entirely pejorative word implying abuse of authority, from rack-renting to mercilessly arbitrary evictions.

And then, in the late 1870s, when rural Ireland—especially the west—was again threatened with starvation and eviction, a radical change took place. Determined never again to make “a holocaust” of themselves, smallholders began collectively rising up and fighting for ancestral territory that was theirs by right. The Land War of 1879–82 became the greatest mass movement Ireland had ever known, a social revolution led by a messianic land activist and an inspirational new political leader whose mission to bring down feudalism was funded by what today would be millions of American dollars. For the first time in seven hundred years, Irish tenant farmers stood together to destroy the landlord system, mounting an anarchic campaign of intimidation, which the British tried to suppress with hateful new coercive measures.

By the beginning of the 1880s, the Irish land issue had reached a crisis point, occupying an astonishing nine-tenths of Britain’s political agenda. What is less known is that the first rumblings of resistance took place more than two decades earlier—not in Dublin, the hub of revolutionary fervor, but in a wild, wind-battered corner of County Donegal, in Ireland’s northwest.






BEFORE

ALL ALONG Donegal’s Bloody Foreland, the Atlantic surf was seething and hurling itself against the rocks. It was the winter of 1857, and most of the inhabitants were down on the shore—men, women, and children, braving the gale to scythe seaweed from the shingles or wade into the foaming brine to gather it in armfuls. Draping the granite boulders with slimy, reddish-brown matting, these tangles of kelp were a commodity valuable enough for the locals to risk their lives in every storm. As the breakers boomed around them, sucking up seaweed from the deep, the families went out in force to collect it—soaked to the bone and aching with windchill and exhaustion.

Less than ten miles away, in the warm glow of a gaslit, mahoganypaneled room, a Belfast journalist was enjoying a glass of punch served by a fetching young barmaid. The door opened, and Lord George Hill, the owner of the Gweedore Hotel, looked inside to ask whether there was anything he could do to make the guest more comfortable. A convivial host, Hill had opened the hotel sixteen years earlier, modeling it on a Scottish Highlands lodge to provide salmon fishing and grouse shooting for the gentry. He had been enchanted by the vast open spaces, lakes, rivers, dramatic mountains, and savage seas of Gweedore, a small Roman Catholic community in northwest Donegal, and had bought land comprising twenty-four thousand acres, intending to create a kind of oasis there. The hotel he opened offered English tourists a pampering but adventurous alternative to Cheltenham’s Promenade or the Pump Room in Bath, and with the arrival of guests as eminent as the Scottish historian and writer Thomas Carlyle, Hill could claim to be bringing metropolitan manners and culture to a place that had long been cut off from the world outside.

Situated in the northern province of Ulster—the most Protestant part of Ireland—and geographically distant from the rest of the Republic, Donegal has a unique spirit of independence. The parish of Gweedore, located in the heart of the Gaeltacht, where Irish is still the first language, is even more distinctive. It has none of the soft pastoral lushness of the south but is a remote area of blanket bog and primeval rocks, with a harsh, architectural beauty of its own. For centuries, its people had clung to the coast, struggling to make a living from land not meant to be worked, many of them living in mud hovels shared with a farm animal. Potatoes were their regular diet, and their main source of income was kelp, which they burned in kilns until the ashes could be compressed into hard blocks to be shipped to Scotland, where they were used to make iodine. Some traded in woolen goods, eggs, and corn (much of which was distilled into the illegal whiskey poteen), and it was this small local industry that Lord Hill decided to expand on a massive scale.

On the twenty-five hundred families who lived on his land, Hill launched what he called “a curious social experiment.” He found overseas buyers for Gweedore’s seafood, poultry, dairy products, and knitwear, commissioning a London firm to purchase homespun goods. He created a model farm, employing an agriculturist to introduce new methods, and miraculously reclaimed acres of spongy bog and impermeable granite to cultivate a number of different crops. He improved the roads, constructed a harbor, built bridges and mills for flax, wood, and corn, set up an icehouse to store the fish, opened a bakery, a tavern, a schoolhouse, and a general store. Not only involved with the running of the estate on a daily basis, Hill had learned enough Irish to speak to his tenants in their own language—an extraordinary departure in the context of the times. Unlike the malign stereotype, Lord Hill was a landlord of outstanding benevolence and vision. Or so it first appeared.

The Great Famine had been felt most desperately in the west (where there were even reports of cannibalism), and with ruin affecting countless estate owners, the more entrepreneurial among them had begun seeking ways to increase their revenue. One of Hill’s first innovations was to reorganize his Gweedore acreage. Until then, under an ancient form of property division known as “rundale,” arable land was held in joint tenancy by all its occupiers, who lived in clusters of houses with no fences separating their plots. It was a communistic arrangement that inevitably led to disputes, but it also forged a strong sense of solidarity. To Hill, these old ways were a barrier to any progress. He gave each smallholder his own strip of land and ordered him to demolish his house and construct a new one. This caused tremendous discontent. Not only were people asked to pay four times more rent for these rectangular “cuts,” but they were expected to build the new houses at their own expense. Worse was to come.

Seeing the commercial potential, Hill imported large numbers of Scottish sheep, accompanied by their foreign owners, to graze on his mountain pastures. Tenants whose animals previously had access to land used by their ancestors for centuries now found themselves either charged a fee for entry or fined for straying stock. This provoked the Gweedore Sheep Wars—a campaign of furious retaliation in which hundreds of imported livestock were stolen, killed, or brutally maimed.

Hill’s neighbor, a wealthy land speculator named John “Black Jack” Adair, followed his lead. Owner of the stunningly beautiful land around Lough Veagh, Adair rearranged its boundaries for the grazing of imported sheep, and in November 1860, his Scottish land steward was found beaten to death on the mountain. Holding his tenants collectively responsible, Adair decided to exact revenge. Over three days in April 1861, around two hundred rifle-carrying constables, soldiers with bayonets, and a hired crowbar brigade descended on the district. Declaring that they had legal hold, the men forced their way into every cottage and drove whole families onto the road. An entire community of 244 people was left at the mercy of relatives, friends, or the poorhouse, their possessions buried under the demolished walls and thatch of their homes. Although news of the scandal was raised in Parliament, no action was taken because Adair had broken no law. “The Crown could pardon a murderer, but could not prevent an eviction.”

In the winter of 1857, the Adair evictions were still to come, but already the landlord-tenant conflict was alarming enough to have brought the editor of the Ulsterman, Denis Holland, to Gweedore to see things for himself. His guide would be Father John Doherty, an ardent defender of tenants’ rights who had played a critical role in the sheep war by encouraging his parishioners in their anti-grazier revolt. Lately, however, the priest had decided that a more effective form of activism would be a newspaper propaganda campaign led by journalists like Holland, who were sympathetic to the cause, and could help to discredit Donegal’s despotic landlords.

*

The gale had lost none of its force when the two men, priest and journalist, set off in the morning, the sleet lashing their faces with the viciousness of a knotted cord. As they drove away from the hotel, Holland noted the picturesque cottages nearby, learning they were not inhabited by smallholders but were show homes, rented to local bureaucrats—the first sign that Hill’s philanthropy might be something of a facade. Farther afield, on the wild mountain road to Derrybeg, they passed the straight furrows of the new cuts, which Father Doherty declared to be evidence of Hill’s self-promoting destruction of the community—“a means of generating pauperism.” Here and there, scarcely distinguishable from the boulder-strewn bogland, was a stray cabin of peat sod or unmortared stone. Stopping to inspect one, they entered a single, sunken chamber and found a ragged man sitting by the fire with a sickly toddler in his arms, another child lying on a mound of turf. Simmering in a hanging pot was a brew of seaweed and foul-smelling liquid, and behind a screen, there was a mountain cow. The only furniture was a pine table and a bundle of rags in a corner serving as a couch in the day and a bed at night. Every dwelling they visited during the tour was just as abominably wretched.

Father Doherty was eager for Holland to talk to an angry tenant farmer who had been radicalized after spending seven or eight years in the United States. They headed north to the hamlet of Meenacladdy, where the rocky mountain road comes to an end. With its bleak stony beach overlooking Tory Island, and with the haunting, ashen cone of Errigal Mountain to the east, Meenacladdy was then—and still is—a place out of time. Michael Art O’Donnell and his wife, Margaret, had settled in the parish in the mid-1830s to build a house and start a family. Their first son, Patrick, was born around 1838. Daniel followed three years later, and they also had two daughters, Mary and Nancy. All went well, with O’Donnell cultivating his arable patch, until 1844, when a Dublin solicitor and property speculator, Lord John Obin Woodhouse, bought up Meenacladdy’s thousand acres, taking away the tenants’ grazing rights and sectioning off the land. “We got it out of rundale with great difficulty,” Woodhouse would later remark. “The people were so much opposed to it.”

For Michael Art O’Donnell, not being able to subdivide his property meant not providing a legacy for his sons, and he decided to emigrate. Selling his leasehold to Woodhouse’s manager for twenty pounds, he paid his way to America, settling with his family in Janesville, Pennsylvania. They were away for the Famine years and doing fairly well in the States, but a yearning for home brought them back to Meenacladdy in the mid-1850s. O’Donnell repurchased his “tenant right” to the land, only to discover that Woodhouse had quadrupled the rent, justifying this by the amount of money he had spent on improvements in the interim. “Sure if it wasn’t for burning the kelp we couldn’t pay the rent at all,” exclaimed O’Donnell. “An’ even on that the landlords want to put a tax if they can.” He uttered some angry words in Irish, which to Holland sounded like oaths, surprising him, as he’d encountered only crushed acquiescence until now. Father Doherty smiled. “I fear Mihil learned to curse a little in America,” he said.

It was hard for an outsider to understand what could have driven Michael Art O’Donnell back to the hardships of Donegal and its implacable landlord rule. His explanation was simple. He and his wife had been disturbed by the “immorality” they had seen in the States and became increasingly frightened that their children would “lose their religion.” Anti-Catholic forces in 1850s America were stronger than at any other time in its history, with roving street preachers zealously working to convert new immigrants to Protestantism. It was a decade in which enemies of Catholicism far outnumbered the Catholics themselves; churches were violated by fanatics who whipped up hatred and hysteria about “a bigoted, a persecuting and a superstitious religion.” And with most impoverished Irish immigrants gravitating toward the tenement districts of American cities, alcoholism and crime were rife. “Better for many of our people they were never born than to have emigrated from the ‘sainted isle of old’ to become murderers, robbers, swindlers and prostitutes here,” one Boston Irishman exclaimed.

So, the O’Donnells were far from alone in believing that the option of one meal a day of potatoes and seaweed in Ireland was better than the sinful temptations of American urban life. And yet, they must have known that Meenacladdy could offer their sons no future. None of the four siblings was able to read or write; the two girls could marry, but with hundreds of families in the region facing destitution, what prospects were there for the boys?

Between 1858 and 1860 hundreds of single young people began leaving Gweedore and the adjoining parish of Cloughaneely, carrying tufts of grass or lumps of turf as mementos of their homeland. The departure ritual was always the same. The night before, there would be drinking, singing, and dancing, but when daylight broke the caoine (keening) would start in earnest, its eerie sound fading as the young emigrant left the village, watched by family and friends until he or she could no longer be seen.

Sponsored by a relief fund, the teenage Dan O’Donnell emigrated to Australia; Paddy went to America—“the New Ireland across the sea”—just one of millions of anonymous immigrants driven to seek a better future. Or, at least, so he was until the name Patrick O’Donnell became infamous throughout the world—a name that still resonates in Donegal to this day.






ONE

The Leader

Twenty years later

FROM WELL before dawn on a rainy Sunday in June 1879, tenant farmers from miles around began converging on the coastal town of Westport in County Mayo. By mid-morning a procession had formed of men wearing green scarfs patterned with the Irish harp and shamrock and brandishing banners with the words ireland for the irish! serfs no longer! the land for the people! A brass band accompanied them as they made their way in a heavy downpour to a field near the town, where a crowd of about eight thousand had gathered. Taking the platform, the chairman introduced the first speaker as “the great Grattan of this age,” shrewdly predicting that, like Henry Grattan, the pioneering statesman who won new legislative freedom for Ireland in 1782, this was another Irish Protestant who would leave his mark on history.


We have here amongst us today Charles Stewart Parnell [cheers] whose high character is well known to all of you [cheers]. He left the county of Wicklow yesterday to be here today [He is welcome!] and he will leave Westport tonight to be in the British Parliament tomorrow night [cheers and a shout, “And a good man he is in it!”].



A slim, proud, inscrutable figure with fire in his eyes, Parnell had all the authority of a natural ruler, and yet, unlike the electrifying Grattan, he was no orator. His speech was plain, his voice quite soft, but his clenched fists conveyed the anger he felt about Ireland’s feudalism as forcefully as eloquent words.


You must show the landlords that you intend to hold a firm grip of your homesteads and lands [applause]. You must not allow yourselves to be dispossessed, as you were dispossessed in 1847. . . . Above all things remember that God helps him who helps himself, and that by showing such a public spirit as you have shown here today, by coming in your thousands in the face of every difficulty, you will do more to show the landlords the necessity of dealing justly with you than if you had 150 Irish members in the House of Commons [applause].



Five years earlier, Parnell could not have held this audience. He was a landlord himself, the owner of Avondale, a family estate in softly rolling County Wicklow, and never happier than when riding, hunting, shooting, or playing cricket. Three of his ancestors had been distinguished politicians, his American mother voiced blazing anti-British views, and two of his sisters were militant nationalists, but Charles did not know or care about Anglo-Irish affairs—in fact, with his aloof manner and Oxbridge accent he could easily be mistaken for an Englishman. His priority throughout his twenties had been to turn his five-thousandacre property into a paying proposition and become a progressive landowner while maintaining good relations with his tenants. If he ever set foot in Avondale’s well-stocked library, it was not to consult the texts on vital Irish issues written by his grandfather and great-uncle but to expand his own interests—geology, mining, mechanics, and country sports. The only book his favorite brother ever saw him read was William Youatt’s History, Treatment and Diseases of the Horse.

*

Sir John Parnell, Charles’s great-grandfather, a passionate supporter of Irish independence, had been a member of Grattan’s Parliament but forfeited his post as chancellor of the exchequer when he opposed the merging of Ireland with England—the 1801 Act of Union that brought Irish administration under the control of West-minster. Sir John had not engaged with the cause of Catholic political emancipation—the right to sit in Parliament—but his two sons, Henry and William, both parliamentarians, had thrown themselves into the fight (finally won in 1829 by the legendary Irish leader Daniel O’Connell).

Henry’s book on the penal laws chronicling England’s legal persecution of Irish Catholics during the eighteenth century is regarded as a classic, while William’s pamphlet An Historical Apology for the Irish Catholics was reprinted at least three times. In it, Queen Elizabeth is reviled as an oppressive and vindictive tyrant whose bigotry toward Catholics and confiscation of Irish land was the main cause of the country’s lasting discord. William’s only fictional work, Maurice and Berghetta; or, The Priest of Rahery: A Tale, is dedicated to the Catholic priesthood, and what the novel lacks in human interest is made up for in the “aching pity” of the introduction. A cry from the heart, it inveighs against the deplorable state of the Irish peasantry—a people degraded, oppressed, and forbidden any connection with the civil business of their country—and pleads for compassion from the Anglo-Irish class: “The unfeeling society in whose narrow circle they pass their time; they eat pineapples, drink champagne, shoot woodcocks, are assiduously flattered and feeling themselves very well off, forget how other people suffer.”

It was William Parnell, Charles’s grandfather, who inherited Avondale from a cousin and combined his role of country gentleman with that of politician and proselytizer—“Constantly thinking, studying, writing, talking in hope that by exertion or good fortune he might be the means of bettering [Ireland’s] condition.” His son, John Henry, Charles’s father, while also free of the usual supremacist attitudes, did not involve himself in anything other than parochial administrative affairs. He aimed simply to be a liberal and innovative landlord of Avondale and his two other Irish properties, relishing local society, proud of his position as master of the hounds, and indulging his great passion for cricket. But on a tour of the United States and Mexico, his eyes were opened to the world beyond Wicklow—an adventure that led to “the one impetuous act on the part of a generally sober and predictable young man.” This was his heady marriage in 1835 to a vivacious Washington belle, whom John Henry brought back to live with him at Avondale.

Nineteen-year-old Delia Stewart, the daughter of Admiral Charles Stewart, famous for his naval victories against Britain in 1812, can only have been impressed by the beauty of Avondale’s surroundings—the magnificent park and woodlands sloping down to a deep gorge in the winding River Avon. The house itself was comfortable, if not particularly grand, with the bleak facade common to Irish Georgian architecture—a bleakness that worsened in the incessant rain. Before long, John Henry’s new bride was feeling melancholy and isolated; she was “a flaring exotic,” accustomed to far greater freedom than young women of the Irish gentry were. Not sharing her husband’s interest in country sports, and bored by his circle, she began spending more and more time in Paris with her brother, whose Champs-Élysées apartment was a social hub of the American colony. Inevitably, the Parnells grew apart, although their marital relations must have continued, as Delia gave birth to twelve babies before the age of thirty-six (two did not survive).

Born in 1846, one of four brothers and six sisters, Charles was regarded as the household pet, his every whim indulged. He was delicate in health yet headstrong in manner, bullying his sisters and domineering even his brother John, who was four years older, mercilessly imitating his stammer so often that he started stammering himself. John and their younger sister Fanny were his constant companions, much closer to him than anyone outside the family, apart from his nurse, a firm but affectionate Englishwoman known as Mrs. Twopenny (pronounced “Tup’ny”). In line with upper-class custom of the time, Charles was sent to boarding school at the age of six or seven. With Delia mostly absent from Avondale, John Henry—wanting to find a kindly surrogate, someone “who would mother [Charles] and cure his stammering”—enlisted the help of the principal of a girls’ school in Somerset. When Charles contracted typhoid fever during his second term, she devotedly nursed her small charge back to health, but then felt it her duty to send him home. Over the next few years, he was tutored mostly at Avondale, and when his father died unexpectedly in 1859, Delia stepped in to supervise the education of the two older boys in preparation for university.

John, who was being schooled in Paris, accompanied thirteen-yearold Charles to a private cramming academy in the Cotswolds, whose regimentation contrasted harshly with their comfortable, if haphazard home life. To the masters, Charles was a reserved, edgy boy, while his fellow pupils disliked him for his arrogance and aggressiveness. Only while riding, hunting, or playing cricket did he distinguish himself, although John enviously noted that “Charley’s” adroitness on the dance floor had made him quite a catch among the local girls. Seemingly untroubled by remaining in his younger brother’s shadow, John was a kind, self-effacing youth who was nevertheless prone to occasional eruptions of the Parnell temper. Of the two, only Charles appears to have inherited elements of a much darker ancestral strain: he suffered all his life from melancholia, anxiety, sleep-walking, and night terrors that would cause him to “spring up panic-stricken out of deep sleep and try to beat off an imaginary foe.” But he would be spared the mental disintegration of two forebears—Thomas Parnell, an eighteenth-century clergyman and minor poet afflicted with manic depression, and their great-uncle Henry Parnell, whose depression spiraled into psychosis and suicide.

*

The 1860s saw the rise of the Irish Republican Brotherhood, a secret movement formed in Dublin on St. Patrick’s Day, 1858, with the aim of overthrowing British rule by armed insurrection. In homage to the Fianna warriors of Irish mythology, the IRB’s oath-bound members became known as “Fenians,” and their crusade expanded so fast that they decided to launch a newspaper as a mouthpiece—the Irish People. Fanny Parnell, the family bluestocking, a petite, dark-haired sixteen-year-old, was swept up by this new wave of nationalism and began contributing passionately patriotic poems. Charles disapproved, refusing to accompany his sister to the paper’s offices—“the Fenian stronghold”—and making fun of her verses, just as he chided their mother for her gullible support of members of the movement, whom he suspected were vagrants, turning up at the door for handouts. “He distinctly resented the idea of being stamped as a Fenian,” John remarked, “[and] finally declared that he would leave the house if anything more was said about the Fenians.”

As it happened, Charles was not in Dublin during a frenzy of Fenianism in the fall of 1865. The British government had suppressed the Irish People and arrested its editors for high treason; Fanny and John attended every day of their trial, and the Parnell house in Temple Street was searched by police, whose suspicions had been alerted by Delia’s flamboyant complicity with the rebel cause. Charles had just started his first term at Cambridge, having been accepted by Magdalene College, a small, sporty establishment whose undergraduates were mostly rowing hearties, “sons of monied parvenus from the North of England.” He made himself unpopular from the start, disdaining student antics and furiously throwing out a group who burst into his room to carry out some prank. The teaching at Magdalene was as lax as its admissions standards, but that suited Charles, who had no academic ambitions and was described by one contemporary as “keen about nothing.”

His real education took place during university vacations. He had inherited Avondale on coming of age (John was left an estate in County Armagh), which brought him close to tenant farmers and deepened his attachment to the Irish land. He loved to spend time at a rough mountain shooting lodge, a former military barracks used to house troops involved in the suppression of the 1798 uprising. Drawing inspiration from the revolutions in France and America, this bloody fight for independence, lasting a few concentrated weeks, had disastrously rebounded, leading to the abolition of the Dublinbased Irish Parliament and opening the way for the union of the two nations. Britain’s savage crushing of the insurrection was entrenched in Irish memory, and Charles would have heard tales from his old retainers of rebel soldiers ruthlessly tortured and executed (there were at least ten thousand Irish fatalities to England’s six hundred). He is said to have taken pride in the tattered Irish Volunteer banner hanging in Avondale’s baronial hall—relic of the Grattanite movement of the 1770s and ’80s pushing for increased Irish autonomy. But it was a contemporary incident, not the discovery of history close to home, that triggered Parnell’s political awakening.

In February 1867, as preparation for a nationwide revolution, there was an abortive Fenian raid on the armory wing of England’s Chester Castle, and once again, the rising was suppressed by the British. The perpetrators were deported or imprisoned without trial, and during a Fenian ambush in Manchester to free two comrades from a police van, an officer was killed. What had been just an accident unleashed a wave of anti-Irish hysteria in England, leading to a notoriously prejudiced trial, and in November, three Irishmen—not one had fired the fatal shot—were hanged in front of at least a thousand spectators. The British government’s execution of the “Manchester Martyrs” touched off a global outpouring of protest, the ferocity of which shook Parnell into engaging with Irish history for the first time. “Driven wild” by the injustice of inflicting the death penalty on men who had not committed willful murder, he began to learn of seven centuries of Irish victimization, and what had previously been no more than a faint Anglophobia—an aversion to that almost tangible sense of superiority and entitlement in the English character—intensified into an obsession.

“These English despise us because we are Irish,” he told John. “But we must stand up to them. That’s the way to treat the Englishman—stand up to him.” Charles’s temper was easily ignited, and during his last two years at Cambridge, he was involved in many physical fights. One night, after too much sherry and champagne, he assaulted a stranger in the street, who pressed charges. In May 1869, Parnell was summoned to court, fined twenty guineas, and suspended by the university for misconduct.

He was more than happy to spend a long summer at Avondale. In addition to building sawmills to capitalize on its timber assets, he intended to quarry the hills, situated in Ireland’s ancient gold-bearing region, for mineral deposits (finding gold became a lifelong dream). Still not ready to renounce English society, Parnell continued to go to parties in Dublin, to British embassy balls in Paris, and even attended an event at Dublin Castle—the bastion of British rule—where he was seen chatting about cricket to the lord lieutenant, the Crown’s representative in Ireland. He did, however, take a stand about not returning to England. He had been rusticated, not expelled, and so was entitled to take his degree, but Cambridge had come to symbolize what he most disliked about the English, and he had no further use for their elitist institutions. Besides, the twenty-four-year-old Parnell’s horizons were still confined to his estate: his prime concerns were to focus on his landowning interests and find a bride to bring back home.

*

The Anglo-American colony in Paris was renowned as a marriage market, and Parnell’s uncle, Charles Stewart, had a particular young heiress in mind for his nephew. A lucrative match would not only help with improvements to Avondale; it would ease the financial burden of the profligate Delia, who had been left nothing in her husband’s will and whose support was a responsibility now felt acutely by her son. But if Parnell’s designs on Abigail Woods had initially been mercenary, he was also seriously smitten at first sight. The daughter of a Rhode Island art collector, she had rather a schoolmistressy face but created an aura of beauty by dressing exquisitely and imaginatively styling her blond hair. Her father had brought her along on his Grand Tour of Europe and the Middle East with the idea of introducing her to art, culture, and—more crucially—a future husband. Already feeling that she was on the shelf at twenty-one—“I am sure that if I do not marry soon, I shall never marry at all!”—Abby did not hesitate to respond to the advances of the tall, refined Charles Parnell, delightedly accompanying him on evening walks alongside other courting couples in the Bois de Boulogne. For several weeks they were inseparable, and in February 1870, when the Woodses traveled to Venice, Parnell followed them and presented Abby with a gold ring. “I am glad I came for more reasons than one,” she wrote to her mother. “I think how anxious I know you will be but I am very prudent.”

Back in Paris after a visit to Egypt, she found herself being urged to marry a titled foreigner, mostly by her father, who was determined to separate her from this nondescript young Irishman. Mrs. Woods seems to have been more open-minded about the match, and Abby frequently confided in her. “The more I think of it, the more worried I become. Just think of the letter that I should have to send!” she wrote in June, adding a few days later: “You cannot tell how perplexed I am about him.” In August, when Charles’s gold ring broke in two, it seemed like a startling presage, but he hastened to reassure her that he was “not at all superstitious” and hoped that she was not either.

Always fearful of omens (“How could you expect a country to have luck that has green for its colour?” he later demanded), Parnell was in fact appalled, and the letter from Abby that arrived soon afterward, questioning their future together, seemed all too inevitable. His insecurity showed in his angry antipathy toward potential rivals; one, an American male friend, felt impelled to caution Abby about her choice of such an offensive fiancé. “He cannot bear him. I do not wonder for [Charles] treats people so coldly and contemptuously,” she told Mrs. Woods, asking, “What can I do to get out of this?” By September, she was relying on divine guidance—clearly not in Parnell’s favor—as she then wrote calling off the engagement and sending copies of the letter to her mother and grandfather (whom she was sure would be “very much pleased that it is all over”).

By now, Abby had returned to America, and Parnell, convinced that he could permanently win her over if he confronted her face-to-face, did not think twice about following her. Arriving at the Woods family mansion in Newport, he was so affectionately welcomed by Abby that he got the impression that “things were as they had been.” One night, however, when a rakishly handsome young man came into the room, he could tell by her reaction that there was some kind of bond between them. Sure enough, Samuel Abbott, a wealthy, Harvardeducated lawyer, much approved of by her parents, would be Abby’s husband within eighteen months. What shattered Parnell was not so much the idea of losing his fiancée to another man as the reason she gave for rejecting him. She had decided not to marry him, she said, because “he was only an Irish gentleman without any particular name in public.”

*

John Parnell, then living in Alabama, was surprised to receive a telegram from Charles announcing that he was coming to see him. A year earlier, John had bought a cotton plantation in West Point and, wanting to expand the business into a fruit farm, had just planted new orchards of peach trees, which he proudly showed his brother when he arrived. Almost the first thing Charles said was, “I want you to come home with me; you have been over here long enough.” But John, excited by his new enterprise, had no intention of leaving. He felt sure he knew the reason behind his brother’s sullen, dejected manner, and finally, after being pressed, Charles “poured forth the pitiful tale.” To distract him, John took him out shooting and on tours of the great Alabama cotton factories, gristmills, coalfields, and iron mines. Commerce—and in particular mining—fascinated Charles, and he wanted to know minute details of production methods in each place they visited. Instructed in American finance by his uncle, he had already taken a stake in Virginian coalfields and intended to invest a further £3,000 to become part owner of a mine in Warrior, Alabama. He might well have pursued a career as a mining magnate, had the brothers not been involved in a serious rail accident, which left Charles unhurt but injured John so badly that he should have been killed on the spot. Charles nursed John tenderly for over a month, and sleeping together in a small hotel bed, the brothers grew closer than ever before.

On New Year’s Day, 1872, they sailed back to Ireland, John to take over the running of his County Armagh estate, Charles determined to make a name for himself. Eventually, he would admit “it was a jilting” that had driven him into politics, and if the humiliation of Abby Woods’s dismissal still stung, the timing of it could not have been better.

*

Since the spring of 1870, there had been a major advance in Irish politics with the formation of a pressure group, the Home Government Association, fiercely campaigning for freedom from British control. Behind it was a brilliant barrister and MP named Isaac Butt, who was not only fighting for legislative independence but also taking the side of tenant farmers. At last it seemed as if the Irish might make themselves felt in England’s Parliament; a new form of nationalism was emerging—a distinct change of direction that combined a respect for the Fenian tradition of physical force with a commitment to English constitutional methods.

In front of the fire at Avondale one night, the Parnell brothers had discussed the consequences of Butt’s crusade. John, having gained insight into landlord-tenant relations by managing his own estate, stressed the importance of extending the tenants’ rights system throughout Ireland. In July, the perfect opportunity presented itself. Until this moment, smallholders, the mass of the population, had faced reprisal if they did not vote according to the will of their landlords, but the passing of a momentous new bill—the Ballot Act of 1872—allowed these employees to vote in secret for the first time. “Now,” Charles said, “something can be done.”

A direct result was the spectacular success in the 1874 general election of Butt’s movement, which had been reconstituted a year earlier as an official political organization, the Home Rule Party. Although Butt was still at the helm, he was proving to be conservative and overcautious, and both Parnells questioned whether he had the mettle to break though constitutional boundaries. “Charley and myself agreed that Butt was, if not too weak a man, at any rate too unenterprising to be leader of what then appeared to be a forlorn hope.” Although neither had any experience, they decided the time had come to try to enter the political field themselves: Charles’s position as high sheriff of Wicklow ruled out his candidacy for the county, and so John stood in his place. Unsurprisingly, he finished at the bottom of the polls, as Charles did when he took part in a Dublin County by-election later that year. In a result that surprised no one, the Parnell debut had been a disaster.

“He broke down utterly,” recalled the Irish MP and lawyer A. M. Sullivan.


He faltered, he paused, went on, got confused, and pale with intense but subdued nervous anxiety, caused everyone to feel deep sympathy for him. The audience saw it all, and cheered him kindly and heartily; but many on the platform shook their heads, sagely prophesying that if ever he got to Westminster . . . he would either be a “silent member” or be known as “single-speech Parnell.”



Parnell did succeed in getting into Parliament the following year, his arrival on the Westminster benches on April 22, 1875, coinciding with a groundbreaking Irish victory. At the time, Ireland’s politicians, hugely outnumbered and treated with mild contempt by their English counterparts, had no say over their own legislation—let alone any influence on constitutional decisions. Home Rulers—with one exception, a boorish, fearless man who had no respect for Britain’s revered institutions—had resigned themselves to obeying Westminster rules. In a speech lasting a full four hours, barely comprehensible in his thick Belfast accent, Joseph Biggar deliberately blocked the day’s business, making a mockery of parliamentary procedures. Watching with admiration and amusement, Parnell realized that Biggar, a former pork butcher with a round, jovial face, had inaugurated a formidable new Irish weapon: the tactic of obstruction, which, in more sophisticated hands, could be turned into a powerful system of political warfare.

Four days later, Parnell made his maiden speech. It was short and modest, spoken with evident nervousness, but he got across what he wanted to say—that Ireland was a nation in itself, not a geographical fragment of England. For the rest of the year, Parnell remained an undistinguished spectator. He was using the time to watch and learn the rules and customs of Parliament, studying its strengths and weaknesses in order to launch an effective attack. Slowly, by voicing advanced ideas, he attracted attention of the Fenians (his sympathy for the Manchester Martyrs was hailed as “a revelation”), and by 1877, the diffident neophyte had thrust himself to the fore. He had conquered his fear of public speaking and had begun adopting Biggar’s new strategy, his calm, tactical delivery raising bumbling verbiage into a fine art. “Even a critical colleague admitted he was a beautiful fighter. He knew exactly how much the House would stand.”

It had become obvious that Parnell should be leading the Irish party; Isaac Butt was an honorable politician, a gentle, kindly soul, who “could not bear to see even his enemies wince,” but having reached his sixties, he was battle-weary and unwilling to condone the obstruction tactic of the radicals. Parnell, by comparison, had all the dynamism and effrontery of youth, and although he endorsed Butt’s formula for a successful nationalist movement—the physical-force spirit working in tandem with constitutional methods—he knew that the government would never concede to Irish aspirations unless intense pressure was applied.

All that was missing now was Parnell’s alliance with an Irish trailblazer who had made it his life’s mission to bring down feudalism. “Everything was ready, or would shortly be, for the conjunction of a great agrarian leader with the great political chief.”

*

Michael Davitt, his face furrowed, hair thinned, and eyes sunken by seven horrific years in English prisons, was exactly the same age as Parnell, but the two men’s backgrounds could not have differed more. The son of tenant farmers in Famine-stricken County Mayo, Davitt had been four years old when his family was evicted for failure to pay its rent. Michael, his father, mother, sister, and a new baby just a few days old were all thrown out onto the roadside as their cottage was set on fire. When they were turned away from Galway’s poorhouse because Sabina Davitt refused to be separated from her children, the parish priest let them take shelter in his barn, and her husband went to England to find employment. He fell ill, and during the nine months he was hospitalized, Sabina labored in the fields by day and spun flax at night to pay for his return fare. Eighteen months later, the Davitts emigrated to Lancashire, in northwest England, and nine-year-old Michael went to work in a cotton mill, ordered to operate machinery that should never have been in the hands of a child. His right arm was crushed between cogwheels, and after a home amputation, to save his life, Michael was bedridden for several months. To pass the time, his mother used to tell him stories about “the wrongs committed by England on Ireland”—the brutal evictions she had witnessed, and an account of the 1798 rebellion, vengefully crushed by British troops. These tales “so fired his youthful imagination,” his sister recalled, “that he didn’t want to listen to anything else.”

A decade later, at the age of nineteen, Davitt joined the Irish Republican Brotherhood, and in February 1867 led a platoon of fifty Fenians who planned to raid Chester Castle for arms. Learning in time about a tip-off to the British, Davitt managed to extricate his men without being caught, but he continued to deal in IRB weapons, and a London transaction led to his arrest for treason felony in 1870. As a result of an informer’s false testimony, he was sentenced to fifteen years penal servitude—more than twice as long as his fellow gunrunner, who was an Englishman. In atrocious conditions of the notoriously desolate Dartmoor Prison, Davitt was singled out as an Irish political inmate and given such needlessly cruel and degrading treatment that it was impossible not to develop a loathing for the system that had allowed it.

In December 1877, he was released for good conduct on a ticket-of-leave for the remaining years of his imprisonment (his weight had dropped to 122 pounds, and his six-foot height had shrunk by an inch and a half). Davitt rejoined the Irish Republican Brotherhood and six months later, on a visit to New York, came under the influence of the exiled activist John Devoy, leader of the IRB’s American sister organization, the Clan na Gael. Convinced that constitutional and revolutionary nationalism could unite in the battle for self-government and a peasant proprietary—the “New Departure of 1878”—Devoy promised Irish American support for a more aggressive parliamentary party. Under Isaac Butt, the land question had taken second place to Home Rule, but Davitt believed that only when feudalism was abolished could Ireland achieve independence.

Back home, on a visit to his native County Mayo, he was so horrified by the plight of the smallholders that he organized what turned out to be a historic public meeting. Held in Irishtown in April 1879, it was this rebellious gathering that struck the match to an incendiary new movement soon to set Ireland ablaze.

Davitt knew that if he were to build on the momentum, it was essential to involve Parnell. The Dublin press had not reported the Irishtown demonstration, but an appearance at an upcoming tenants’ rights meeting by the most influential Irishman in the House of Commons would guarantee national coverage. Parnell’s prestige would not only give the nascent land campaign an enormous boost, but it would almost certainly guarantee the backing of Irish America.

Persuading Parnell to participate in the demonstration in Westport had not been easy. As a Protestant landlord himself, Parnell feared that he would be ridiculed for siding with the tenants, and it was only after several conversations that he gave his consent. To Davitt’s grateful surprise, Parnell kept to his word, even after a virulent attack on the proposed meeting by a prominent archbishop. “This was superb. Here was a leader at last who feared no man who stood against the people, no matter what his reputation or record might be. . . . I have always considered it the most courageously wise act of his whole political career.”

The Westport crowd that day was just as indifferent to clerical opposition. Raised on memories of the Great Hunger, this was a new, tough-minded, nationalistic generation of Irishmen who refused to be swayed. Their pent-up mass power excited Parnell, who agreed to take on the role of president of Davitt’s organization. And so it was that the Land League came about, its aim to achieve security of tenure, fair rents, and freedom for tenants to become property owners themselves. In just over a year, this mighty force of radical politics and angry populace would begin ruthlessly challenging the British domination of Ireland by decimating its landlord system.

*

Bertie Hubbard was a twenty-three-year-old cub reporter reluctantly covering an Irish political convention in Buffalo, New York, when he found himself transfixed by Parnell’s magnetism onstage: “The speech was so full of sympathy and rich in reason, so convincing, so pathetic, so un-Irishlike, so charged with heart . . . that everybody was captured by his quiet, convincing eloquence. The audience was melted into a whole.”

This was to be the case in all sixty cities Parnell visited over the first three months of 1880 on a triumphant fundraising tour of the United States and Canada. With Michael Davitt temporarily out of action because of an arrest for sedition, Parnell had taken with him a passionate, scholarly young campaigner named John Dillon. Never the picture of health, with his scrawny limbs, dark-shadowed eyes, and concave cheeks, Dillon had become more emaciated than ever during the storm-battered Atlantic crossing, spent prostrate in his cabin. But as news reached North America of imminent famine in the West of Ireland, money for food became a priority, and Dillon’s pitiful appearance proved excellent propaganda. In the words of one US governor: “When I saw this sleek young dude [Parnell] as well fed as you or I and a damn sight better groomed, I said to myself: ‘The idea of sending out a man like that to tell us they are all starving!’ But when the other man, poor Dillon, came along, with hunger written on every line of his face, I said, ‘Ah! That’s a different thing. There’s the Irish famine right enough.’”

Intent on convincing audiences that land agitation was vital to the struggle for national independence, Parnell took every opportunity to drive home the point that the main cause of Irish poverty was its feudal tenure. In Cincinnati, on February 23, he said, “I feel confident that we shall kill the Irish landlord system, and when we have given Ireland to the people of Ireland we shall have laid the foundation upon which to build up our Irish nation.” Henry George’s book Progress and Poverty had recently been published, and quoting from it, Parnell made the link between Irish tenants and America’s slaves. “Man is a land-animal. . . . Therefore, he who holds the land on which and from which another man must live is that man’s master; and the man is his slave.” He gained strong support from the influential journalist Patrick Ford, who took the view that Irish peasants and the American working class were facing the same struggle. “The cause of the poor in Donegal is the cause of the factory slave in Fall River [Massachusetts].”

Parnell’s commitment at Westport had impressed Ford, who heralded his arrival in the United States in his newspaper, the Irish World and American Industrial Liberator. columbia’s welcome to parnell was the front-page headline above a large sketch showing the symbolic figure enticing the Irishman up the steps of Liberty Hall. Distributed throughout Ireland as well as the United States, with a vast, mostly subsidized circulation, Irish World gave up much of its American news coverage in the interest of promoting the Land League. Its “Million Fund,” set up expressly “to help the Irish people to obtain their Land from the Land-Thieves, and their liberty from the political thieves,” became the greatest single channel of funds for the Irish cause.

*

Early in March, during the Canadian stage of the tour, Parnell returned to his Montreal hotel to find a cablegram waiting him. “Parliament dissolved,” Joseph Biggar had written. “Return at once.” This changed everything. Isaac Butt had died the previous spring, to be succeeded by a chairman who had no qualities as a leader but was elected largely to keep out Parnell and his obstructionist clique. Split between militant Home Rulers and moderate, pro-British MPs, the Irish party badly needed to be recast and refashioned, and Parnell saw that it was crucial to summon candidates who would favor a more confrontational strategy. Leaving John Dillon in charge in North America, he caught a train to New York the following morning; a snowstorm delayed the departure of the steamship on which he had booked his passage home, but finally it set sail, and as Parnell stood on the bridge, bareheaded in the swirling snow, he was formally saluted by veteran Irish soldiers of the Sixty-Ninth Infantry Regiment. It was a magnificent sight, and Parnell’s regal wave in response was visible proof of his belief in his destiny: the uncrowned king of Ireland was coming home to fight for his people’s land.






TWO

That Half-Mad Firebrand

QUEEN VICTORIA had scarcely arrived for a holiday in the German spa of Baden-Baden when she learned the alarming news of Britain’s dramatic election results; there was no longer any doubt—her Conservative government was about to fall.

The previous few days had been taxing enough. She had traveled to Darmstadt, where her daughter Alice, grand duchess of Hesse, and one of her grandchildren had died of diphtheria a little over a year ago. She made a pilgrimage to the mausoleum holding the coffins, attended the confirmation of her two motherless granddaughters, and revisited Schloss Darmstadt to see Alice’s sitting room, where all her belongings were just as she had left them. With her mind filled with poignant images, the queen had just returned to the sanctuary of her Baden-Baden villa when, on April 2, she received Prime Minister Benjamin Disraeli’s “terrible telegram.”

Convinced that the Liberal opposition in power would be a calamity for the country, Victoria was plunged into despair, but as the days went by, she could not help being lulled by her surroundings. She felt cozy in “dear little” Villa Hohenlohe, a spacious alpine chalet, and the rising hills reminded her of the view she loved in Scotland; it was delightful to go for walks and pass people who recognized her but never stopped and stared or followed her, as they did at home. She was enjoying the spa town’s recreations and the daily sightseeing expeditions, particularly a visit to a small chapel, where she had been intrigued by the instruments of self-torture used by an eighteenth-century duchess during Lent: “A whip with sharp nails, with which she scourged herself—a girdle with sharp nails, which she wore next to her skin, & knee plates, also with nails, on which she knelt!!” But there was no escaping the political drama. “I grieve at the thought of parting with friends,” she wrote in her journal that night. “Especially Lord Beaconsfield.”

Queen Victoria had recently rewarded Disraeli with the title “Earl of Beaconsfield,” as a formal acknowledgment of her esteem. When he came to power, in 1874, she had been a virtual recluse, still in deep mourning for Prince Albert. Disraeli, although now seventy-six, was young at heart and relished playing troubadour to susceptible dowagers; from the beginning, he set out to please and amuse Queen Victoria. They exchanged sentimental Valentine’s Day cards, and the queen eagerly looked forward to Disraeli’s long, informative, gossipy letters. On visits to Windsor, he thrilled her with his “poetry, romance and chivalry,” deferentially dropping on one knee, his head lowered, his dyed black ringlets falling over his temples as he kissed her hand and earnestly declared his loving loyalty and faith. Disraeli knew that he overdid the flattery, mostly tongue-in-cheek, but it charmed the queen, who saw that beneath the flirtatious courtesy was genuine devotion.

More importantly, Disraeli shared and indulged Queen Victoria’s pride in her empire. He hastened an act through Parliament that gave her the right to style herself empress of India, a title she had long coveted; and when Her Majesty’s Treasury bought the bankrupt khedivate of Egypt’s shares in the Suez Canal, Disraeli presented her with Britain’s new acquisition as if it were a personal gift: “It is just settled. You have it, Madam.” In the summer of 1879, encouraging Disraeli in his imperialistic foreign policy, she wrote, “If we are to maintain our position as a first-rate Power, we must, with our Indian Empire and large Colonies, be Prepared for attacks and wars, somewhere or other continually.” Disraeli needed little goading. By the end of the decade he was threatening the Russians with military action, occupying Cyprus, and waging war in Afghanistan and against the Zulu in South Africa.

It was this brash jingoism that had brought the former Liberal prime minister William Gladstone out of retirement to take down the government. In 1876, when reports reached Disraeli that thousands of Bulgarians had been murdered by Turkish troops, he cynically dismissed the atrocities as nothing but coffeehouse babble. Gladstone, on the other hand, was outraged. He believed that Disraeli was capable of entangling Britain in a war on Turkey’s behalf and decided that he would make it his duty to put a stop to this imprudence while siding with the world’s oppressed nations and racial minorities. Choosing the Scottish constituency of Midlothian to win his parliamentary seat, Gladstone embarked on what was more moral crusade than political campaign. From November 24 to December 7, 1879, his impassioned speeches vented his anger at “Beaconsfieldism,” attacking its inhumane foreign policy and economic profligacy. “Everybody knew the great invisible antagonist with whom the orator before them was with all his might contending,” wrote the MP John Morley, Gladstone’s first biographer.

Queen Victoria, needless to say, had been distressed and angered by Gladstone’s “unpatriotic ravings,” which she considered to be little short of treason. Now, with the Conservatives fast losing to the Liberals, there loomed the unthinkable prospect of the People’s William replacing Disraeli as prime minister. Writing in a fury to her private secretary, the queen brandished her stock threat of abdication and insisted that she would have nothing to do with Gladstone: “That half-mad firebrand who would soon ruin everything & be a Dictator. Others but herself may submit to his democratic rule but not the Queen.”

*

Gladstone’s premature retirement in 1874 had come as a shock—even to his wife, Catherine, who was certain he was making the wrong decision. He pleaded ill health, although he was strong and fit enough to think nothing of embarking on a twenty-five-mile mountain hike. But Gladstone was a fervent Christian and a classical scholar as well as a great statesman, and he yearned for time to devote to the study of theology and to indulge his private passions: the exposition of Homer interspersed with regular tree-felling. After five years, however, it was his religious faith that led him to “forget all rest and selfish thoughts,” in Catherine’s words. Believing himself to be a missionary of God, he felt he was being personally summoned to topple Disraeli and to restore right and justice. Gladstone’s Midlothian campaign, launched a month before his seventieth birthday, was the first major step, and throughout the two-week tour, he had convinced himself that he was being sustained for the work by a power from above.

Gladstone’s daughter Mary was astonished by the public’s spontaneous outburst of feeling.


We are told the Queen has never had anything approaching to it—the surging crowds at the stations (even when the train doesn’t stop) the illuminations and decorations and gifts. . . . The triumphant entry into Edinburgh on a dark, bitter winter’s night with thousands and thousands of people behind barricades, street after street with its crowds of shouting multitudes, our four horses galloping on with 5 or 6 policemen outriders, hundreds having escaped from the barricades and running breathlessly alongside of the carriage. . . . You can hardly imagine the wild beauty and excitement of one of these galloping drives, the lurid light of the torches and bonfires, the brilliant glare of the electric lights and fireworks, the eager faces and waving hands and shouting voices. He has certainly stood it all wonderfully. . . . All Scotland is panting for a look at him. . . . Mama and I have been thumped, patted, stroked, had our hands and arms nearly shaken off by hundreds.



The display of support on Gladstone’s second Midlothian tour in mid-March 1880 had been just as extraordinary. Even before his train left London’s King’s Cross Station, hundreds of enthusiasts had swelled to thousands; the intensive press coverage, drama, and spectacle of Gladstone’s campaign were a foretaste of today’s election extravaganzas. The raw spring weather, the hills covered in snow, had made no difference to the mass turnout in market squares, town halls, streets, and station platforms—great crowds enthralled by the blast of the Grand Old Man’s oratory. Disraeli, bored by the electioneering process, had made few public speeches and had virtually no firsthand knowledge of popular feeling. Not so Gladstone. Standing with flying white locks and wild eyes, he rallied the multitudes of working-class men, never speaking down to them but holding forth with the same breadth of knowledge and sincerity with which he would address members of Parliament. It was this that had won him the country’s confidence.

On April 6, Gladstone was on a night train heading south, so euphoric that he was unable to sleep. He was en route to his country home, and in the long hours before arrival he found himself ruminating once again “on the great hand of God so evidently displayed.” From Chester station it was a brief journey to Hawarden Castle, an imposing estate on the borders of Cheshire, England, and North Wales that was his wife’s childhood home and Gladstone’s own center of gravity. The weather was unseasonably frosty, the lake iced over, and Catherine went straight to bed with a bad chill. Gladstone, still fired up with youthful energy, retired to his study, his “temple of peace,” and set to work at once on a mass of papers, letters and congratulatory telegrams.

*

Waiting at Hawarden for the Gladstones’ return was Catherine’s niece, Lucy Cavendish, who was immediately struck by a difference in her uncle, noting in her diary:


For the first time in my recollection he seems a little personally elated! It has always hitherto been the cause, or the moment, or the circumstances, or something, that he thinks he is the mere mouthpiece of; but this unheard-of enthusiasm for his name, in his own country . . . and after the long time of abuse and loss of influence, has deeply moved him. Of course it was impossible to foresee—no one did—the immense victory brought about so mainly by his means. Even the autumn Midlothian campaign only made one hope that the tide was beginning to turn.



Thirty-nine-year-old Lucy was virtually a member of the Gladstone family. When her mother, Mary Lyttelton, died giving birth to her twelfth child, Catherine had taken charge of her sister’s brood. “I must keep my promise and do what I can for her darlings,” Catherine told Gladstone. “It is a sacred duty. . . . And you, poor dear, must share some of it.” Catherine grew closest to Lucy, of all the Lyttelton children, closer even than she was to any of her own four daughters and four sons; they had the same unconventional, compassionate nature and worked side by side during hospital visits and the setting up of soup kitchens. “How marvelously, miraculously, you jumped with her, crept with her, flew with her,” Mary Gladstone told Lucy, acknowledging the rapport. “Whatever her pace, you kept up; whatever she needed, there you were.”

To Gladstone, too, Lucy was a surrogate daughter and more. He valued her political intelligence, frequently using her as a sounding board for his crusades; but their strongest bond was their religion. As a girl attending a service in Hawarden’s chapel, Lucy had experienced a transcendent moment, “an unchangeable certainty” that had never left her. Governing every thought and action, her faith was so tangible that friends described an atmosphere of spiritual beauty about her that could fill a room with light.

*

A few days later, Lucy was joined at Hawarden by her husband, the Liberal MP Lord Frederick Cavendish, younger son of the Duke of Devonshire and practically a fifth son to Gladstone. Appointing Cavendish his private secretary in 1872 and lord of the Treasury a year later, Gladstone had appeared to be grooming him for high office, telling Lucy, “He’s such a compound of gallantry and good sense.” A nervous public speaker (and hindered by a speech impediment), Cavendish would never be an impressive performer in the House, but he had made himself indispensable to Gladstone. Prone to what Lucy described as “having his blinkers on,” Gladstone often became so completely absorbed by a situation, person, or even a book that he excluded thought of anything else. With a shrewd eye for the important factor in a tangled situation, Cavendish was one of few people who could get Gladstone to see things in proportion.

Since Gladstone’s retirement, Frederick Cavendish’s elder brother, Lord Hartington, had been leading the opposition in tandem with the former foreign secretary Lord Granville, and the two were now rivals for the position of prime minister. Although the people of Britain regarded the election as Gladstone’s victory, he had made it clear that he would not resume the leadership without “a very general, a nearly unanimous, call from the Liberals with the appearance of a sort of national will.” There was no sign of this. One of the most powerful ministers, Sir William Harcourt, was pressuring Hartington to push himself forward, insisting, “If you were staunch there could be no question of Mr. Gladstone resuming his old position.” Hartington was not unambitious, but he could not bring himself to seize this opportunity of power. He was waiting for Gladstone to hint that he was willing to return as leader, but Gladstone was being obstinately passive. The situation had reached a deadlock, and it was Lucy Cavendish who was prevailed on to act as catalyst.

On April 10, Catherine Gladstone wrote Lucy a letter, knowing that she would show it to Frederick, who in turn would be likely to pass it on to his brother.


Can Father, having brought up his soldiers, run away? Now, however excellent Hartington and Granville are, would it not be cowardly to think of self when the giant’s hand is needed? . . . If the country calls for Father and Lord Hartington wishes it! Surely it would be no disparagement of Lord Hartington to compare him with an experienced giant of power.



Mary Gladstone followed her mother’s lead, writing Lucy a hastily penciled note clearly intended for Hartington.


Every person I meet, every letter I open says the same thing, “He must be Prime Minister.” But no one seems to see it is no good saying it to him; they must say it to the Queen, Lord Granville and Lord Hartington. There is one thing I am certain of and that is that Papa will never take the smallest step towards it. The steps must be taken towards him. I have never doubted that in the event of a huge crisis of this sort he would never let personal longing for rest and retirement affect his coming forward again if he saw that the general feeling was in favour of it. . . . You will think it so silly, my writing to you and saying all the things everybody knows by heart, but I have always rather understood Lord Granville was the difficulty, that he longed to be Prime Minister. And now I hear he would dread it excessively. And so I don’t see what the obstacle is.



Lucy knew exactly what it was: the small, stout, stumbling block of Queen Victoria, who “would far prefer either of the existing leaders to Uncle William, whom Dizzy has bamboozled her into dreading above all things.” So certain was Lucy that the queen would not officially invite Gladstone to form a government that she had placed a two-pound bet on it (around $250 today).

*

It had been a wrench for Queen Victoria to leave Villa Hohenlohe, and three days later, on April 18, her melancholy was matched by a gloomy Disraeli, whom she received that afternoon at Windsor Castle. Informing her that he and his cabinet proposed to resign immediately, Disraeli advised the queen to ask Lord Hartington to succeed him as prime minister. This was a slight to Lord Granville, who was older and more experienced than Hartington and generally regarded as the actual leader of the party (Hartington was leader of the House of Commons). Granville, however, was a close friend and ally of Gladstone’s, whereas Hartington was thought more likely to be flattered into forming an administration independent of Gladstone.

The queen’s eldest son, the Prince of Wales, was also championing Hartington as the next prime minister. “He is, as you know, the most moderate man of the Liberal Party.” Her private secretary, Henry Ponsonby, however, was hedging his bets. Writing to her in Baden-Baden, he had said, “Almost all the newspapers assume that the Queen will send for Lord Granville, who will be acceptable to all sections of the Liberal Party (as will also Lord Hartington). But it must not be concealed that every day the cry becomes stronger for Mr. Gladstone.” This may have been the case, but the queen knew that the final decision was hers; the selection of a new prime minister is the Crown’s constitutional prerogative, and Queen Victoria was not one to yield to outside pressure.

On the afternoon of April 22, she met Lord Hartington, with whom she spoke frankly, declaring her lack of confidence in Gladstone. Hartington was equally frank, and told her that the Liberals had no chance of success if Gladstone were not in the government, and outside it he would only be a destabilizing force. Her son Arthur had already warned her of this. “I can’t understand what is to be done with Mr. Gladstone if he is not to be in the new Ministry,” he wrote. “Won’t he be a terrible thorn in their side out of office?” But Arthur had also reminded her that people were “mad about him,” intimating that Gladstone’s appointment was inevitable. “It is indeed very hard for you to bear, dearest Mama, but I know how nobly you can sacrifice your own feelings at the call of duty.”

The queen, still not giving in, sent Hartington off to find out whether Gladstone would agree to play a secondary role.

*

Queen Victoria had not always been hostile toward Gladstone—in fact, when Prince Albert was alive, she, like her husband, had held him in high esteem: “Such a good man,” she had said. The disintegration set in during Disraeli’s leadership, when, Iago-like, he began turning Queen Victoria’s mind against his adversary, crowing with satisfaction, “She seems now really to hate Gladstone.” The queen dated her dislike to 1876, the start of Gladstone’s “violent, passionate invective against and abuse of Lord Beaconsfield.” She blamed his conduct on venom and personal hatred, but her own self-interest was a factor too, as any attack on Disraeli’s foreign policy was by implication an attack on the queen. In recent months, the remarkable public clamor for Gladstone had angered Victoria even further. “She can’t bear to see the large type which heads the columns of newspapers by ‘Mr. Gladstone’s movements’ while down below in small type is the Court Circular,” noted Edward Hamilton, soon to be appointed Gladstone’s private secretary.

In the early evening of April 22, Gladstone was visited by Lord Hartington, who gave a brief summary of his meeting with the queen and, as instructed, went through the motions of asking Gladstone to serve under him. This must have taken courage. Everyone knew that Gladstone had won the general election for the Liberals, and that none but he could head a new government. Gladstone shared this view: if God had called him out from retirement, it was not to be “the subordinate of one 20 years my junior and comparatively little tested in public life.” The men’s exchange was icy, and Gladstone made his displeasure known by implying that the party would have his support only if he agreed with its policies. He would, in other words, be a terrible thorn in the party’s side.

The following afternoon, Hartington came to see him again, this time accompanied by Lord Granville. Together they had gone to Windsor in the morning to try to persuade the queen that Gladstone was the only possible prime minister, consoling her by saying that his age and failing health would prevent him from holding office for long.

*

Queen Victoria received Gladstone with studied courtesy while going through the motions of asking him to form a government. She waspishly described him to Disraeli as looking ill and haggard, but in fact, Gladstone had been animated by their encounter, noting in his journal, “She seemed to me, if I may say so, ‘natural under effort.’” They briefly discussed the cabinet, in which Hartington was to be minister for India, Granville head of the Foreign Office, and Gladstone his own chancellor of the exchequer. Hartington had urged the queen not to reveal her lack of confidence in Gladstone, but she could not resist a moment of candor. She said that she hoped Gladstone would be “conciliatory,” and he, admitting that he had indeed used strong language at times, assured her that any acrimony belonged to the past. “I ended by kissing Her Majesty’s hand.” (Describing a contemporary sketch of this exchange, the queen’s biographer Elizabeth Longford wrote, “A look of detached disgust is depicted upon the royal features, as if the hand which suffered such indignity could no longer be her own.”)

Gladstone had assembled his second administration within a few days. He gave the key appointment of home secretary to Sir William Harcourt, magnanimously overlooking their differences, and for the most part cocooned himself with family, friends, and trusted colleagues. Making financial reform a priority, he immediately set up a dinner with Frederick Cavendish, inviting him to become financial secretary, and admitting to Catherine that he could not undertake the chancellorship of the exchequer without Cavendish’s help. As Gladstone’s unconventional wife did not fit the mold of first lady, their daughter Mary took on the role instead, given the title of honorary private secretary but in essence serving as political hostess. Looking like an earnest schoolgirl with a touch of Pre-Raphaelite beauty, Mary oversaw the Gladstones’ move from their rented house in Harley Street to Number 10 Downing Street, furnishing the rooms, supervising the garden, and hosting “spicy and high bred” dinners. While Number 10 was still filled with workmen and a mass of flowers, “arranged in hideous untidiness, some in jugs, some in basins, some in pots,” the new Parliament met for the first time on May 20, 1880.

Writing more than a half century later, Winston Churchill envisaged the members of Gladstone’s government triumphantly taking their seats on the Treasury bench and looking around them. On the western horizon, Churchill wrote, they saw “the dark thunderclouds of Irish storm; an agrarian campaign backed by outrage; a national movement enforced by dynamite; an Irish parliamentary party using the weapon of Obstruction.” In fact, they noticed no such thing. As Gladstone admitted later, neither he nor anyone else in the House of Commons realized the severity of the Irish crisis “that was already swelling upon the horizon and that shortly after rushed upon us like a flood.”






THREE

The “Irish Soup” Thickens

IN THE spring of 1880, the West of Ireland verged on catastrophe. Disease had again struck the potato crop, and the winter’s torrential rain had made the cutting and drying of turf for fuel almost impossible; cottagers threatened with starvation now faced the double calamity of hypothermia as well.

In Gweedore the crisis was exceptionally severe. A total collapse in the demand for seasonal laborers—the “tattie-hokers” who went en masse to harvest potatoes on Scottish estates—had left most families without a supplementary income, forcing them to buy goods on credit from local shopkeepers. Some of these acted as the district’s bankers—the hated “gombeen men,” who were regarded by the community as money-grabbing usurers. They, too, were refusing further loans. From Dublin a certain amount of aid was being organized by two influential private charities; in London a group of Quakers who had provided relief during the Great Famine stepped in again. One was led by a gentle, white-whiskered philanthropist named James Hack Tuke, who set off for Donegal at the beginning of March.

With his journey blasted by gales, rain, hail, and snow, Tuke was extremely relieved when he spotted the lights of the Gweedore Hotel. He had stayed there during the Great Famine years, appreciating the “admirable zeal and enlightened benevolence” of its owner, but Lord George Hill had died a year earlier, and his son, Captain Arthur Hill, had taken over. The new proprietor was rarely there, leaving his bailiff in charge as manager, and by the following spring, the Gweedore Hotel had become the epicenter of popular agitation. On this particular evening, however, it again provided Tuke with a welcoming refuge. He had arranged a meeting with the local priest—not Father Doherty, whose radicalism had led to his transfer to another parish—but Father James MacFadden, who was just as indefatigable a force. A stocky, handsome man of immense charisma, MacFadden spoke of the urgent need for seed supplies and grants for the construction of bog roads. He told Tuke that out of a thousand families, six hundred had no resources whatsoever and would starve.

The following morning, encountering the full force of the storm, Tuke collected Father MacFadden and headed toward Meenacladdy. In the distance, Mount Errigal was covered with snow, while along the coast, Atlantic waves were thrashing the cliffs as locals braved the elements to gather seaweed. Previous harvests spread out along low stone walls were turning from russet to blue like a bruise, but there was little hope that the kelp would ever be dry enough to burn this year.

Access to most of the dwellings to which MacFadden took Tuke was over sodden bogland, and as he followed the priest in his long, black flapping coat, Tuke was forced to jump over ditches and from clod to clod to avoid deep holes. It was hard for him to believe that one hovel they visited was a human habitation, and although there was more light in another, it only made the wretchedness more unsettling—the haunting image of five children wearing MacFadden’s gifts of calico shirts that barely covered their malnourished bodies. Scrambling again across the bog, they came upon the worst sight of all—“if worse could be”—an old man and woman living in a hole scooped three feet below ground level. Not even the destitution and misery he had witnessed during the Great Famine years had prepared Tuke for this: “I feel, after a lapse of 24 hours, that I can hardly bring myself to write. It is not merely the unusual distress of today . . . but the everyday life, the normal condition of hundreds, nay thousands, of families on the west coast of Donegal, and of many other parts of the west of Ireland which oppresses me.”

One smallholder he spoke to saw no alternative but to take his wife and children back to America: “We are beaten—everything is against us. Nature binds a man to his own counthrey [sic]—but I can’t stand it any longer.” Tuke himself was coming around to the idea of emigration as the only survival strategy for the destitute. Although it robbed Ireland of its most active and enterprising young people, many then found themselves in a position to help relatives they had left behind. “I would be a long time in the old country before I could give you the enclosed (£2),” one daughter remarked in a letter to her mother. Tuke, however, wanted to look into the feasibility of sending whole families abroad. Over the next three years he would raise enough funds for hundreds of families to emigrate, and his negotiations with the Canadian government resulted in free grants to new settlers, in addition to 160 acres of land. Thanks to Tuke, victimized Irish tenants would be offered the option to trade “the most minute subdivision and strife for the possession of a strip of bog” for a new life “on broad acres of fertile prairie-land to be had for the asking.” It hardly seemed to be a choice.

*

Emigration had certainly paid off for Michael Art O’Donnell’s younger son, Dan. His years in Australia and then America had earned him enough money to return to Gweedore as a wealthy man. He learned to read and write by sharing a classroom with ten-yearolds and married a local widow. In Briney’s Town, near Derrybeg, he opened a shop, a bakery, and an alehouse; he also bought several acres of land from Father MacFadden. “He had a lot of people working for him, and his name was well known within the community,” remarks the historian Dónall Ó Baoill.

But if Dan had elevated himself into becoming a respectable member of the parish’s new middle class, his brother had fared less well. Patrick O’Donnell’s experience was likely to have been that of many other young arrivals in America, who crossed vast territories to find work in Irish enclaves. They would beg rides on goods trucks or travel for days on trains where it was not safe to sleep, as fellow passengers “thought no more of killing a human than they thought of killing a midge . . . particularly those that looked as if they had something in their pockets.” In the Rocky Mountains of Montana, covered for most of the year with ice and snow, conditions were as dangerous as they were harsh, and on one occasion mine workers had to rescue the wife of a Donegal O’Donnell who had been abducted from their camp. Starting off as a laborer, Patrick went on to herding cattle on horseback outside Allentown, Pennsylvania, becoming the image of a homegrown American in his cowboy outfit.

Around 1867, Patrick O’Donnell returned home to Meenacladdy for a few years, living in an adjoining cottage to his parents’, where he kept a huckster’s shop. He had met and married a woman from neighboring Cloughaneely, Margaret O’Brien, who had dark brown hair and a fair, freckled Irish complexion. When O’Donnell’s father died in 1871, and his mother went to join Dan in America, the couple followed, settling in Pennsylvania, where they both had family. A relative of Margaret’s who worked in the steel-rolling mills at Ironton helped O’Donnell find a job there. Jack Curran, who with his family had also emigrated from Gweedore, later remembered, “Everything was good enough, Paddy worked away like that and he was married, but even so he wasn’t very fond of the work and he went off herding cattle again.”

Having married “such a restless rover,” Margaret O’Donnell was often left to take care of herself. The couple was childless, and she found work as a maid in Philadelphia, passing herself off as single because employers distrusted married women whose husbands’ whereabouts were unknown. Patrick O’Donnell would boast of having made a fortune investing in mines in Pennsylvania and California—earning enough with one venture to open an alehouse on the Canadian frontier—but by the end of 1879 he had lost almost every cent. Leaving Margaret alone again in Philadelphia, he went to Scotland and was employed for a short while by the Edinburgh tramways. In the spring, after developing Milroy’s disease, a lymphatic disorder, he was hospitalized at the Royal Infirmary and had to convalesce for several months. Dan lent him the money to pay his fare back home to Donegal.

In the 1850s, the O’Donnells’ father, Michael Art, had been one of the few smallholders to vent his fury about the injustice of landlordism, but now virtually all Gweedore’s inhabitants were resisting the hardships imposed on them. The parish was soon to be in open rebellion, its people no longer resigned to being impoverished victims but collectively rising up to stage what even the nationalist press would describe as “an absolute reign of terror.”

*

When Gladstone first became prime minister, in 1868, his mission, he famously declared, was to pacify Ireland. The Fenian Rising of ’67 had thrust Irish discontent into the foreground, and Gladstone began systematically addressing issues of land, education, and religion. At the start of his second term, however, with his mind focused on foreign policy, he was confident that the appointment of one of his most senior colleagues as chief secretary, the representative of English rule, would allow him to turn his back on Ireland for a while.

William Forster, a paragon of Victorian liberalism, had been one of the main contenders for leadership on Gladstone’s retirement from the party in 1874, but he stood down in favor of Hartington. Formerly a Yorkshire mill owner, Forster was MP for the northern city of Bradford and embodied the gruff, plainspoken characteristics of a stereotypical Yorkshireman. Known as “Long Forster” because of his exceptional height, he was as physically ungainly as he was socially gauche, but few people knew that his crabby manner and stern moral integrity were softened by humor and a tender heart. (His father had described him as a boy as “almost too full of feeling.”) Both Forster’s parents had been Quaker preachers, and, as he was their only son, his upbringing had been strangely solitary. As one of “those queer-dressed strange-talking little Friends, with their stumpy hats and strait collars and demure gait,” he was different from other children, his sense of alienation compounded by the fact that he was homeschooled for many years.

Forster grew into a man of high ideals, and as a politician was responsible for the Education Act of 1870, the foundation of today’s British system of state schooling, and, two years later, the groundbreaking Irish Ballot Act. Unlike his parliamentary colleagues, he went out of his way to learn about foreign political crises by observing situations at first hand (visiting Serbia and Turkey, better to understand the Great Eastern Crisis after the 1876 massacre of Bulgarian rebels by Ottoman Empire troops).

With the Liberals’ return to power in April 1880, Forster had accepted the low-ranking but critical office of chief secretary on condition that it came with a cabinet seat. He had a sound knowledge of Ireland’s problems, a genuine sympathy for the poor and oppressed, and showed no sign of the usual British superciliousness and patronizing goodwill. In his youth he had gone on holiday to Galway to see for himself the ravages of the Great Hunger, and had never forgotten the half-naked semi-skeletons he saw clamoring for soup tickets outside the poorhouse, the lifeless children whose faces were so haggard they looked geriatric; or the supplicating mob that surrounded him, “more like famished dogs than fellow creatures.” So graphic and compassionate were the reports he sent home that his philanthropic father, William Forster Sr., was prompted to take immediate action. William Sr. spent five months in Ireland distributing aid, joined by young volunteers including his son and twenty-seven-year-old James Tuke.

Now, over three decades later, it was Tuke who told Forster of the appalling conditions he had just witnessed in Gweedore, and other reports were equally disturbing. General Charles Gordon claimed that nothing he had been exposed to while governing Britain’s most impoverished colonies in Africa and the East even approached the horrors of what he had seen in the West of Ireland. “The state of our fellow country-men is worse than that of any people in the world, . . . lying on the verge of starvation in places where we would not keep cattle.” An emergency measure was crucial, and Forster took it on himself to provide it. On June 8, 1880, he introduced a new act intended to force landlords to recompense tenants unjustly evicted for nonpayment of rent. It was a moderate, peacemaking gesture intended to tide over a year of particular hardship and seemed to the Irish to be a promise of better things to come. In Parliament, however, it caused an outcry.

“That wretched Bill of Forster’s has done incalculable harm to the party,” Edward Hamilton noted in his journal. “It has frightened the landlords; brought discredit on the Government and satisfied noone.” As many peers in the House of Lords were themselves Anglo-Irish landlords, they viewed the Compensation for Disturbance Bill as unacceptable discrimination; their condescension toward the Irish was summed up by one disagreeable individual’s complaint that the bill would “retain in the country those who ought to be shipped off to America . . . and it will be impossible to get Paddy to resume the habit of paying of rent at the end of the time.” On August 4, the bill was rejected by a massive majority of 231 to 51, prompting Queen Victoria to write in glee to Lord Beaconsfield: “Do you ever remember so many voting against the government to whose party they belong? I do not.”

This “wild excess of landlordism,” as Gladstone called the rejection of the bill, was not only a grave personal blow to Forster, it disastrously sabotaged the placatory new attitude. Radical Irish MPs, who of late had been treating the government with restraint, now started using this as an excuse to advocate for violent resistance to English rule.

*

When Parliament adjourned, Parnell, who in April 1880 had been elected leader of the Irish party by a small majority, went home to Avondale, appearing “more interested in partridges than in agitation.” Typically, he was biding his time, and on the night of Sunday, September 19, standing in the streamer-festooned town square of Ennis, County Clare, Parnell broke his silence, making the speech that provoked a malevolent new form of warfare. Evangelically urging the people in the crowd to band themselves together in local branches of the Land League and ruthlessly adhere to its principles, he quietly and deliberately asked the keynote question: What would they do to a land-grabber—a man who took over the farm of an evicted tenant? Waiting with hands behind his back until the tumult subsided, Parnell calmly resumed:


Now I think I heard somebody say, “Shoot him!” [Cheers] but I wish to point out to you a very much better way, a more Christian and a more charitable way. . . . You must shun him on the roadside when you meet him, you must shun him in the streets of the town, you must shun him at the shop counter, you must shun him in the fair and in the marketplace, and even in the house of worship, by leaving him severely alone, by putting him into a moral Coventry, by isolating him from his kind as if he was a leper of old.



There was already a precedent for social ostracism, a technique used against carpetbaggers in America’s southern states, one both John Dillon and Michael Davitt had advocated. But it was only after Parnell’s Ennis speech that it was practiced on a nationwide scale.

The first known target was not a land-grabber but an unpopular English land agent, Captain Charles Boycott, whose victimization gave the new strategy its name. In an expansive letter to the London Times of October 14, 1880, Boycott outlined the kind of activities that would soon wreak havoc on England’s rule over Ireland.


Sir,—The following details may be interesting to your readers as exemplifying the power of the Land League. On the 22nd of September a process-server, escorted by a police force of 17 men, retreated on my house for protection, followed by a howling mob of people, who yelled and hooted at the members of my family. On the ensuing day, September 23, the people collected in crowds upon my farm, and some hundred or so came up to my house and ordered off, under threats of ulterior consequences, all my farm labourers, workmen, and stablemen, commanding them never to work for me again. . . . My blacksmith has received a letter threatening him with murder if he does any more work for me, and my laundress has also been ordered to give up my washing. A little boy, 12 years of age, who carried my post-bag to and from the neighbouring town of Ballinrobe, was struck and threatened on September 27, and ordered to desist from his work, since which time I have sent my little nephew for my letters, and even he, on the 2nd of October, was stopped on the road and threatened. . . . The shopkeepers have been warned to stop all supplies to my house. . . . My farm is public property; the people wander over it with impunity. My crops are trampled upon, carried away in quantities and destroyed wholesale. The locks on my gates are smashed, the gates thrown open, the walls thrown down, and the stock driven out on the roads. I can get no workmen to do anything, and my ruin is openly avowed as the object of the Land League, unless I throw up everything and leave the country. I say nothing about the danger to my own life, which is apparent to anybody that knows the country.
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