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INTRODUCTION


Any analysis of politics in the modern era will give due cognisance to the functional aspects of political mobilisation, recognising that the resources available to promulgate the message, as well as the message itself, can have a great bearing on success. One has only to look to contemporary America, the pioneer of democracy in the modern era, to see the critical relationship between financial backing and political success. By contrast, when historians look at the formative years of democracy in the nineteenth century there is a tendency to see political mobilisation only in relation to the ideas and allegiances that drove it. This book aims to redress this imbalance and will explore the idea that political mobilisation and political progress in nineteenth-century Ireland owed as much to functional as to ideological factors.


Irish nationalist movements of the nineteenth century did not come about as a result of a spontaneous upwelling of a sense of common grievance and fellow-feeling. There was grievance aplenty, but it was sectoral and divided. Catholic tenant-farmers did not have the same aspirations as the emerging Catholic middle class. In truth, movements were created by inspirational leaders. Those leaders created a message that appealed to the widest possible audience, but the crucial element in their success was an organised, practical structure that spread that message and enabled the movement to grow, to be controlled and disciplined. Such a model of political organisation was fuelled by money and could not exist without it.


Those who came to realise that the means of spreading the message was as important as the message itself, and that the structures developed to spread the message could also be used to control the movement, were to prosper politically. That realisation occurred in Ireland before almost anywhere else, firstly in the person of Daniel O’Connell and later when Charles Stewart Parnell created the political machine that was the Irish Parliamentary Party. To study the political funding of Catholic nationalism is therefore to examine the catalyst that facilitated the emergence of popular democracy and provided the fuel for its progress through the century.


The period I have chosen is significant in two ways. Firstly, the period from the beginning of the O’Connell era to the end of the Parnell era was one that saw a seismic shift in the fortunes of Irish Catholics, who moved from political exclusion to political dominance. Secondly, liberal reforms were at the same time changing the very nature of politics. These two facts are, I believe, linked. Wider franchise and the advance of parliamentary democracy created an opportunity for Catholics to flex their political muscle, provided that they had the resources and organisation to do so. In Ireland, ahead of Britain, a political system that was dominated by landed wealth came under simultaneous attack from popularly funded politicians and liberal reforms. In my examination of this period I attempt to show that there is a direct correlation between the level of political funding, the advancing of electoral reform and the political progress made.


Focusing in particular on the national political movements orchestrated by O’Connell and Parnell, this book posits their success as a function of the practical, structural and organisational framework that sustained their national organisations, more so than their promotion of a coherent political agenda. It is therefore only by exploring the hitherto ignored functional aspects that we can come to fully understand how political success was achieved during this period. By revealing how flows of money into and out of political organisations shaped the relationship between them and the electors, the Catholic Church, newspapers, activists and politicians themselves, it will be shown that money was the lifeblood of the body politic. It will also be shown that, with politics being the art of the possible, financial resources became a crucial determinant of what was possible.


It cannot be said that constitutional nationalism in nineteenth-century Ireland has been subject to historiographical neglect. The primary sources I have used have in the main been worked and reworked by many scholars of high repute. However, while most analyses of the O’Connell and Parnell eras have made reference to the funding of their organisations, they have tended to do so obliquely. Few, if any, have looked at money as a political agent in itself, and I believe that none has considered its relevance to political change in Ireland over the span of time covered by this study.


When one speaks of span one does well to remember and acknowledge one particular work in this area that is not only broad in its scope but encyclopaedic in its description of nineteenth-century Irish politics. K. T. Hoppen, in Elections, Politics and Society in Ireland, 1832–1885, provides insightful analysis of many aspects of mid-century politics. Particularly relevant to this book are his findings on the impact of electoral reform. He makes the point that O’Connell was politically hamstrung by the nature of the electorate and that it was only after the franchise reforms of 1850 that Catholic nationalism had the potential to make serious inroads into political representation. Hoppen points out that the post-1850 electorate differed chiefly in that it was less susceptible to the influence of landlords. It could therefore be argued that it was not the electorate that held O’Connell back but the costs associated with convincing them to defy their landlords. Hoppen provides much illustrative detail on such topics as political corruption, which provides a signpost to a wealth of primary material.


While Hoppen’s work is possibly the only example of a detailed study encompassing both the O’Connell and Parnell periods, the political history of the period is well served by general surveys that provide an intelligent appraisal of the forces that competed for political ascendancy. Some, it has to be said, are more than just surveys. D. George Boyce provides a dispassionate guide to the complexities of a nationalism that in Ireland was shot through with sectarianism. Alvin Jackson also gives a powerful political analysis of the O’Connell and Parnell periods and of the role they played in shaping constitutional nationalism, balanced by the reminder that the first half of the nineteenth century is not simply the ‘story of emancipation and repeal’ (referring to Catholic Emancipation and repeal of the Act of Union), as he draws our attention to the survival and subsequent effectiveness of Irish Toryism.1


Taken individually, O’Connell and Parnell have attracted considerable scholarship. Fergus O’Ferrall’s doctoral thesis on O’Connellite politics spans his entire political career, but his published work deals specifically with the campaign for Catholic Emancipation, and it is a mine of detailed information and solid analysis. He, more than most, shows a perception of the value of political funding, suggesting that with what was called the Catholic Rent ‘the philosopher’s stone of Catholic politics had been at last discovered.’2 He credits Thomas Wyse with making the leap that took the movement from extra-parliamentary agitation to the crusading political machine that turned the resources of the Catholic Association to winning the Waterford election in 1826. The cost of that victory, and the subsequent victory by O’Connell in the Clare election in 1828 (as described by O’Ferrall), shows that political funding was to be the key to the advancement of constitutional Irish nationalism, but this book will consider how the sheer volume required would also prove to be the chief limiting factor to such advancement.


The later O’Connell period is comprehensively covered by Angus Macintyre, who examines the complex relationship between O’Connell and the Whigs and the nature of O’Connell’s various political organisations in the 1830s. He asserts that the ‘the real ancestor of the independent party of Isaac Butt, Parnell and John Redmond was the Repeal party as it emerged from the 1832 election.’3 J. H. Whyte puts forward a variety of reasons why O’Connell failed to build on the success of 1832. He cites ‘the indifference of the Ulster liberals, the distracting effect of the tithe issue, above all the hostility of the wealthier classes and the consequent difficulty in procuring suitable candidates.’ Whyte suggests that ‘O’Connell, in virtually refusing to attempt the task of building up an effective parliamentary party, perhaps showed a shrewder grasp of what was practically possible.’ O’Connell seems to have realised his party-building limitations, but Whyte and others are slow to acknowledge that lack of funding was a central obstacle to building an independent parliamentary party. In his history of the Independent Irish Party, Whyte can again be accused of failing to see the elephant in the room. He notes that ‘refusal to support the government was to unilaterally cut oneself off from the system of government patronage which was such an integral part of the mid-Victorian political system.’4 The obvious corollary was that to be truly independent a party needed independent funding.


The first politician after O’Connell to fully realise this was Parnell, and the historiography does tend to reflect this. In his biography of Parnell, F. S. L. Lyons synthesised the best available material and produced what is still regarded as the definitive biography. The importance of funding to Parnell’s political endeavours, and of American funding in particular, is acknowledged throughout. Lyons makes the point, for example, that Parnell was forced to engage in a more extreme form of rhetoric ‘when reaching out [for funds] to Irish-American Fenians’ than he was given to at home.5 Focusing on the land question, Paul Bew takes a cynical look at the use of American money during the Land War, suggesting that even money donated specifically for the relief of distress was used strategically to broaden the base of popular support for the Land League.6 In his account of the creation of Parnell’s political machine, Conor Cruise O’Brien provides a good deal of valuable empirical information as well as an analysis of the significance of funding to the success of the Irish Parliamentary Party.7


The foregoing is but a small sample of a broad political historiography of nineteenth-century Ireland. These and others provide a wealth of information regarding every aspect of the period, but in relation to political funding the tendency is very often to relay details matter-of-factly without fully exploring the direct significance of money. The first challenge for this study was to sift through these secondary sources, teasing out the relevant material on which to build the foundations for a study that seeks to examine familiar material and to tell a familiar story but from a very different viewpoint.


The format of this study consists of two principal parts, of three chapters each. Each part is broadly chronological. Part 1 deals with the O’Connell era, while part 2 deals with political funding in the time of Parnell and links the two periods. The concluding chapter draws together the main issues from the entire period in a loosely comparative structure.


While this study limits itself to the period 1823–91, it is worth noting that the question of political funding and the cost of parliamentary politics has a long history that stretches back well beyond the nineteenth century. Up to the sixteenth century, members of Parliament were paid for what was regarded as an onerous duty; knights were paid 4s a day and burgesses were paid 2s. However, the practice of paying members declined in the sixteenth century as the House of Commons became an increasingly important organ of government. From 1600 members no longer received payment. In fact a seat in Parliament was an ever more attractive proposition as its power increased, and, to ensure a majority for his ministers in the House of Commons, the King was forced to lavish members with offices, sinecures, contracts and pensions.8 Such blandishments created competition, and candidates and electors alike began to place a value on votes. The practice of treating voters to food and drink began in the sixteenth century, and by the end of the seventeenth century the cost of being elected had gradually risen to a point where it was causing concern for many candidates. In 1673 Sir John Reresby spoke of ‘great competitions in elections, and great charges to those that stood, insomuch as it did cost some persons from one to two hundred pounds to two thousand’.9 So, as the power of Parliament grew, the value and the cost of a seat grew commensurately, and parliamentary representation became the preserve of a wealthy, largely landed elite. The nineteenth century in Britain would see that ascendancy challenged by assertive middle-class liberalism.


The English historian T. B. Macaulay claimed that the Representation of the People Act (1832)—commonly called the Reform Act—saved Britain from revolution. He asserted that the British constitutional model allowed power to shift incrementally from aristocratic control to the middle classes. Later, in similar fashion, the working class was accommodated within the system, and all the while the system itself survived. Ireland, it might be said, was the fly in the ointment of Macaulay’s analysis. The Irish middle classes, being largely Catholic, found themselves excluded from this constitutional transfer of power. They were not permitted to sit in Parliament, so potential liberals were excluded from the nascent age of reform, and they became instead Catholic nationalists.


In tracing the progress of this Catholic nation from its emergence in the 1820s to its political dominance in the 1880s, this book will concentrate on the two periods in which political funding played a crucial role in advancing the interests of this constituency through the medium of constitutional parliamentary politics. By focusing on O’Connell and Parnell it is possible to concentrate on two powerful individuals who emerged as leaders of a broadly similar constituency and who both sought to advance the interests of their supporters by constitutional means, using popular funding as the means to do so. The fact that they operated in different times makes for an interesting comparison, for we can see to what extent economic, demographic and political changes affected the prospects for popularly funded political representation. That is not to say that in the years between the death of O’Connell and the emergence of Parnell political funding did not play a role in shaping events. Indeed, it is argued that an awareness of the new realities of politics in Ireland, along with lessons learnt from political tussles with O’Connell, helped the Irish Conservatives to dominate political representation into the late 1850s. It is further argued that to some extent they were aided in their endeavours by a corresponding inability on the part of their rivals, the Independent Irish Party, to learn those selfsame lessons. In the 1860s political funding was also instrumental in shaping events, but Fenianism did not seek to convert popular support and popular funding into political representation. The funding of Fenianism, therefore, is relevant to this study, mainly in relation to the strong lines of financial support it opened up from America and to the manner in which this resource would later be harnessed by Parnell, who would convert it from revolutionary to constitutional uses.


In part 1 the first chapter considers the emergence of the Catholic nation in the period 1823–9. It deals with the campaign for Catholic Emancipation and looks at the manner in which middle-class Catholics were forced, by virtue of political exclusion, to adopt innovative political strategies by which to advance their cause. It considers the role of the Catholic Rent in creating a unique brand of inclusive popular politics, and how public subscription could be used to challenge private wealth in important electoral contests.


The second chapter examines O’Connellism in its many guises in the 1830s. It looks at the way in which public support for O’Connell, in the form of an initial Testimonial, followed by annual Tributes, provided him with the means to maintain an independent, if limited, presence in Parliament. The issue of how old money and old systems of government patronage were pitted against new money raised by popular subscription and popular politics is also investigated. The question of deference and the economic hold it gave landlords over their tenant-voters is explored, and the extent to which it limited the advance of popular politics is considered in relation to the cost of countering it.


The third chapter looks at O’Connell in the 1840s and considers how, having been forced out of a comfortable alliance with the Whigs, his dependence on public funding to remain in politics forced him to rekindle the Repeal agitation. It charts the extraordinary success of the Repeal Association in repeating the popular mobilisation of the 1820s, outstripping the Emancipation campaign in sheer theatricality and amount of money raised by the ‘Repeal Rent’. It evaluates the role played in this success by the new organ of nationalist propaganda, the Nation, and how its idealistic Young Irelanders would ultimately become disillusioned with the ageing and, in their eyes, venal O’Connell, rejecting pragmatism for idealism.


In part 2, the focus shifts to Parnell. Chapter 4 links the two periods, beginning with the failure of the Independent Irish Party in the 1850s to appreciate the link between independent funding and independence of action in Parliament. It considers the electoral reforms that helped to create the conditions that would allow Parnell to maximise the return in seats won, relative to funds available. It further explores the central role played by American money in the ‘New Departure’ and relates the rise in popularity of Parnell and the Land League to the flow of dollars into the hands of Irish tenant-farmers. It also studies the financial exigencies that influenced Parnell’s retreat from agrarian agitation.


Chapter 5 notes how competing demands for funds would continue to dog Parnell for the remainder of his political career. It also examines the intermittent nature of American funding and how Parnell worked to build up and protect financial reserves to counter this. It looks at his electoral success in the general election of 1886 and the extent to which American money made it, and the subsequent payment of salaries to the elected members, possible.


Chapter 6 deals with the second phase of the Land War. It charts the unfolding drama as the leaders of the ‘Plan of Campaign’ struggled for funds to assist evicted tenants in the absence of significant support from America, and in the face of steadfast indifference on the part of Parnell. It considers whether exasperation with their leader’s unwillingness to part with funds was justified and to what extent it may have contributed to the ultimate split.


The concluding chapter takes an overview of the period, comparing the role and influence of political funding in O’Connell’s time with that of Parnell. It compares their approaches to political mobilisation and their differing sources of funding. The obstacles that stood in O’Connell’s way when building an Independent Irish Party are looked at in the light of the subsequent political reforms as well as of the economic and demographic changes wrought by the Famine, and comparison is made with the changed political landscape in which Parnell operated.


In the final analysis it is hoped that the evidence presented will point to the mundane truth that it was pragmatism, propaganda and pounds that generated the greatest forward momentum in Ireland’s quest for Repeal, justice and home rule. It will be shown that for both O’Connell and Parnell it was a cynical exercise in determining the lowest common denominator that defined the nature of their constituency, the import of their rhetoric and the Holy Grail for which they strove.
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THE POLITICAL SIGNIFICANCE OF THE CATHOLIC RENT, 1824–9


Because complete history is impossible, historians tend to focus on great events and singular individuals whose impact resonates down the years. In Ireland in the third decade of the nineteenth century, Daniel O’Connell stands out as such an individual. He was undoubtedly a larger-than-life figure who was to dominate the Irish political scene until his death in 1847. Natural and reasonable as it is to see the history of the 1820s as the story of O’Connell and the struggle he led for Catholic Emancipation, there is a danger that we may lose sight of the factors that operated in the background generating the power that enabled him to shine so brightly. O’Connell was, by any measure, an astute politician, but his rise to greatness and his one concrete success—gaining Catholic Emancipation—resulted from a conjunction of events and actions on which he had only a partial influence.


It was as much by accident as by design that O’Connell stumbled into what we now know to have been popular parliamentary politics. He had an idea that popular opinion, if channelled, could force constitutional change, but it was only when he established the means to organise and fund the plan that it took on a momentum of its own. O’Connell had anticipated the power of public opinion, but he could not have anticipated the political power generated by the Catholic Rent, particularly when applied to electoral politics. It might be said that it was this that propelled O’Connell and his movement to greatness, and that, initially, in the area of parliamentary politics it did so despite him.


The Rent was the magic ingredient in a mix that was to prove even more powerful than its creator had envisaged. It was a crucial factor in the evolution of politics in Ireland, but it was also to provide the prototype for a model of party political organisation that would be adopted and adapted as popular parliamentary democracy developed and came to dominate much of the globe. To examine the Catholic Rent is to examine that which enabled the birth of popular democratic politics. It was central to the shift in power from the aristocracy to the middle classes, and because of a complex interaction of liberal and religious factors this democratisation began to develop in Ireland before Britain and Europe.


O’Connell, a barrister, was typical of the Catholic middle classes that had begun to emerge towards the end of the eighteenth century. They felt excluded from a system dominated by inherited power and privilege. It was a feeling not uncommon in Europe, but in Ireland the picture was further complicated by the fact that the Catholic middle classes were doubly excluded: not only were they not part of the ancien régime but they were excluded from Parliament and high office by virtue of their religion. There had been moves by Catholics since the mid 1700s to make inroads into the residual legal impediments to their advancement, and concessions had been won—not least in 1793, when the electoral franchise was extended to Catholics holding freeholds valued at 40 shillings or more. An anomalous situation was emerging: the Catholic majority now had the right to vote, but only for members of the Protestant minority.


When the Act of Union followed the 1798 Rebellion, it brought with it the promise of full civil liberties for Catholics. However, in a country in which the ascendancy of the minority had been upheld by penal laws against Catholics, any concessions to liberty would inevitably be seen as a threat to that ascendancy. The British government could not fulfil its promise of civil liberties for Catholics while simultaneously preserving the Protestant ascendancy in Ireland. It was a dilemma that the government would wrestle with for three decades before it was finally forced to concede. The delay was to generate a political dynamic in Ireland that would see the Catholic middle classes throw their lot in with the wider Catholic population in a powerful form of extra-parliamentary agitation. Had Emancipation (as it emotively came to be termed) been granted following the Act of Union, it is likely that Catholic Ireland, or at least middle-class and upper-class Catholics, would have come to see itself as part of the establishment under the British constitution. Pressure for change would then have had to come from the rapidly expanding rural poor, and later tensions might well have developed along economic and class lines rather than along religious ones.


In 1799 the Catholic Church indicated a willingness to engage with the British state when the hierarchy agreed to the principle of state endowment of Catholic clergy. As late as 1825 Bishop James Doyle of Kildare and Leighlin told the select committees of the House of Commons and the House of Lords that


we have no mind, and no thought and no will, but that which would lead us to incorporate ourselves fully and essentially with this great kingdom; for it would be our greatest pride, to share in the glories and riches of England.1


With the benefit of hindsight, this might well be seen as a lost opportunity on the part of the British government. Erich Strauss does not equivocate when he says that ‘the refusal to solve the Catholic question at the time of the Union and to endow the Catholic clergy was the greatest political blunder ever committed by a British government in its dealings with the Irish people.’2 Certainly, rebuffing those Catholic elements who wished merely to take part forced them to find common cause with their potentially more radical co-religionists.


The hardening of attitudes among the ‘better class of Catholics’ was exemplified by the veto issue. The Catholic representative body, the Catholic Board, tore itself apart over the question of the state’s right to veto appointments of Catholic bishops. The majority of Irish Catholics, led by O’Connell, opposed the veto. The Catholic bishops, who in 1799 had accepted the idea in principle, now rejected any extension of state control over their church. C. D. A. Leighton argues that for those who opposed it ‘the veto was feared not so much as a proposed extension of ministerial influence, but rather as a proposed extension, at a local as well as at a national level, into an area of Irish life regarded as free from it, of the power of the members of the Protestant ascendancy.’3 The issue was divisive, and pro-veto Catholics, including Richard Lalor Sheil, seceded from the Catholic Board in 1815.4 The schism brought about the collapse of the board, but it put O’Connell centre-stage politically and provided him with a link to the Catholic bishops that he would exploit when he launched his campaign for Catholic Emancipation.


O’Connell was impatient and advocated agitation over petition but had no intention of stepping outside the system. The memory of 1798 was too fresh, and O’Connell most likely expressed the views of many when he wrote of the rebellion: ‘O Liberty, what horrors are committed in thy name!’5 There was no mood for extra-constitutional action, and, while he saw that parliamentary methods were not working, his determination to operate within the constitution saw him steer a middle course: extra-parliamentary agitation. The idea was that if appeals to Parliament for Catholic Emancipation fell on deaf ears they would be made instead to public opinion. O’Connell had the foresight to see public opinion as a tool for political leverage. When he relaunched the Catholic Association in 1823 his idea was to broaden its scope to encompass the great mass of the people and to publicise and agitate on all Catholic grievances.


He believed that this would generate the moral force of public opinion, which would compel concessions from Parliament. According to O’Connell, ‘there is a moral electricity in the continuous expression of public opinion concentrated upon a single point, perfectly irresistible in its efficacy.’6 Petitioning was to be bolstered by this extra-parliamentary pressure, which had the potential to be more powerful than the eloquence of any MP. Appeals to the people, moulding of public opinion and rallying people to ‘the cause’ had happened before, but usually as a prelude to violence. The novelty in 1820s Ireland was that it was to be done to a plan. The powerful yet unstable force that was public opinion was to be moulded, controlled and used in a threatening but legal manner to effect political change. Moulding public opinion called for a propaganda-driven message, while controlling it called for disciplined organisation, and both required ample resources.


In its early stages O’Connell’s plan did not appear to be working, and 1823 was an inauspicious year for the Catholic Association. O’Connell had gained control of it, but it was a body that had become moribund and teetered on the brink of extinction. He did succeed in winning support for his plan to extend the scope of the association’s concerns beyond Emancipation to general national grievances of Catholics. But having won over, or seen off, the doubters, he found himself the master of a very small ship, with a crew, in early 1824, of no more than 160 members.7 He needed to expand the organisation rapidly, failing which it risked extinction, like its predecessor, the Catholic Board.


At a meeting on 24 January 1824 O’Connell unveiled a plan to extend the association. He suggested that it should have a fund ‘for proceeding with such legal measures as might be found expedient for the attainment of their emancipation,’ with each Catholic contributing a monthly sum ‘from one penny up to two shillings.’8 On 14 February he fleshed out the plan in more detail, saying that


this was all to be collected by monthly subscriptions and to be called ‘Catholic rent’. A secretary and assistant would undertake this collection; they would open accounts with all the parishes in Ireland, appoint collectors in each, not to exceed 12, nor to be less than three.9


The Catholic Rent would prove to be the catalyst that expanded the organisation and sparked life into the plan to mobilise public opinion.


The idea of a Catholic rent was not original. It had been mooted as early as 1785, when Lord Kenmare suggested that each parish should contribute £1 per annum towards the activities of what was then the Catholic Committee.10 William Parnell (grandfather of C. S. Parnell) proposed a scheme for a general subscription in 1811. In 1813 the Catholic Board drew up a plan for the appointment of collectors who would apply to every householder for ten pence or more.11 O’Connell maintained that he himself had managed to collect £79 as part of the ‘ten pence per household’ scheme, but internal divisions within the organisation led to its demise and, as we have seen, to that of the board itself.12


There was, however, a precedent for an organisation maintained by a national subscription from its members. In eighteenth-century Britain, Methodists had developed an organisational structure based on classes, societies, districts and provinces that combined to operate on a national scale. They used the newspaper and pamphlet press to bind their societies together, with each member paying a-penny-a-week dues.13


Closer to home, the Society of United Irishmen was also funded by members’ subscriptions. All members were required to pay dues—a shilling on being sworn in and a shilling every month thereafter—though reduction based on inability to pay could be arranged. A secretary and treasurer constituted the chief officers of each local club, with each officer serving for a term of three months. The treasurer and two or three elected representatives formed the committee of finance, responsible for collecting and dispensing the society’s funds. The bulk of these funds was passed to superior committees to fund United Irish emissaries, defray publication costs, purchase arms and provide legal fees.14 O’Connell’s plan was similar in many respects. He wanted to raise money to build a nationwide organisation, and he would use the press as a means of communication. However, the Catholic Association differed from the Methodist model in that one was a religious organisation and the other, while organised along religious lines, was for the express purpose of political mobilisation. O’Connell’s organisation also differed from the United Irishmen in its disavowal of revolutionary violence and in the open nature of its membership.


O’Connell had relaunched the association in 1823 and had developed his new strategy for winning Catholic Emancipation, but it was only when he added the Catholic Rent to the formula that his plan began to work. And work it did, far better than even he could have imagined. The centrality of the Rent to the plan is clearly evident when one examines the manner in which O’Connell had planned to use the money raised. He talked optimistically of raising fifty thousand pounds a year from it, and at the meeting of 4 February 1824 he set out how it would be spent. Five thousand was to be devoted to petitioning Parliament on behalf of each county and parish for Emancipation but also on local or general grievances. He recommended that James Roche be appointed as a parliamentary agent to manage these petitions in London at a salary of four or five hundred pounds per annum.15


The petitioning of the House of Commons had a long history, stretching back at least to the Middle Ages. As long ago as the Parliament of Edward i in 1305 we find that, while important questions of policy and legislation might be dealt with in conferences between the King and the fideles (faithful subjects) who he summoned, ‘suits and petitions were the normal business of the parliamentary routine.’16 Originally petitions were overwhelmingly requests for the redress of personal grievances, but there were also collective petitions, such as one from ‘the poor men of the land of England’ to the Parliament of 1305. It was by means of these that Parliament developed from a court of justice into a legislative assembly. Even in modern times a parliamentary bill is a petition up to the moment when it is transformed into an act by royal assent.17 It was not until the second half of the eighteenth century that petitions began to be used for the purposes of national agitation.


While they had no legal effect, mass petitions were a means of alerting Parliament to the mood of the public on a given issue.18 O’Connell had become frustrated at the ineffectual petitioning of Parliament by the old Catholic Committee on the question of Emancipation, proposing agitation as an alternative. But now he chose to allocate funds to petitioning because it provided an opportunity for airing a multitude of Catholic grievances as part of a broader propaganda campaign.


Organising petitions gave the Catholic Association its legal raison d’être, and under that heading much could be done to mobilise Catholics. Charles Brownlow mp, bringing forward his own petition in opposition to the Catholic Association on 31 May 1824, declared that, while it was said that this association met for the purpose of petitioning, he believed the real object was not to petition but, ‘by a bold and menacing tone, and by the exhibition of numbers at their backs, to coerce the legislature into any measures they chose to dictate.’19


O’Connell’s intention certainly was to coerce the legislature, and the use of petitioning was but an element in that strategy. Petitions provided material for discussion and promulgation through the organisation while motivating the signatories and mobilising the organisation through the act of collecting signatures. This motivational and mobilising element of signing and collecting was transferred to, and became magnified in, the giving and collecting of the Rent. However, in the early days at least, petitions were a valuable means of ‘carrying the war into the enemy’s camp.’20


O’Connell’s second priority for funding was central to the dissemination and ventilation of such propaganda. He proposed that fifteen thousand pounds be earmarked for the support of a liberal and enlightened press in the Catholic interest. A further fifteen thousand was to be used ‘to procure legal redress for all such Catholics, assailed or injured by orange violence, as are unable to obtain it for themselves.’ Five thousand was to go towards ‘the education of peasants’ children,’ and further sums were to be made available for ‘erecting schools, building Catholic churches, and erecting dwelling houses for the clergy in the poorer parishes.’ Finally, five thousand was to be spent on supplying priests for Catholics in North America.21 It is clear from these spending priorities that O’Connell planned to use the Rent as a political ‘war chest’, for, as Cicero said, ‘the sinews of war are infinite money.’22


Firstly, he would use the Rent to generate propaganda by sending petitions to Parliament, seeking not only Emancipation but also support on such emotive issues as crippling tithes and denial of access to burial grounds. The Rent would also pay for the cost of legal cases for Catholics victimised by the ‘Orange camp’ (as O’Connell termed his opponents). Money was devoted to these measures with the express intention of stirring up public opinion.


The next step was to disseminate the propaganda thus generated as widely as possible. This explains why the ‘enlightened and liberal’ press was to be funded from the Catholic Rent. Newspapers were the mass media of the day, and, while a hefty duty of four pence per paper made them expensive, they had wide penetration, and the improvement in the level of literacy added to their power. The government had long been conscious of that power and sought to control it. A fund known as the Proclamation Fund was voted by Parliament for the publication of government proclamations in the newspapers, but it was in fact a slush fund that was used to effectually buy their loyalty.23


O’Connell would use the Rent to counter the Proclamation Fund, ensuring that the association’s propaganda message benefited from the oxygen of publicity. Illustrating the cynical nature of the press, O’Connell cited the Patriot and the Correspondent as examples of ‘honest’ papers that ‘support every man in authority, because they are paid for it. They get their pudding and they try to deserve it.’ According to O’Connell he was, ‘with them, a scoundrel,’ not because they hated him but because they thought ‘abuse of him was grateful to their employers.’ He maintained that the Times was ‘another mercantile speculation, and money . . . was the object.’ It abused and supported Catholics alternately, ‘just as a purpose was to be answered by it.’24 In allocating fifteen thousand pounds for support of the press, O’Connell was clearly prepared to provide a good deal of ‘pudding’ for those newspapers prepared to ‘deserve it.’


O’Connell had also determined that the Catholic clergy were to be central to his plans. His allocation of money for the building of houses, schools and churches showed his determination to woo them into supporting the plan. It was a shrewd move, because a proposal to collect a penny a month from every Catholic in the country was not going to get very far under the aegis of an association that numbered its members in tens rather than thousands. In opposing the veto and state endowment of the Catholic Church, O’Connell had, according to Oliver McDonagh, manoeuvred the official church into an ‘overt opposition to both the Papal and British governments.’25 Thus a politicised Catholic hierarchy had sided with O’Connell and had opted to depend on their flock to maintain them financially. Having rejected state money, the clergy were susceptible to the attractions offered by the association in the form of disbursements from the Catholic Rent. In return, the association gained access to a ready-made organisational structure to help make possible the collection of the Rent.


According to Thomas Wyse, who was to be a significant figure of the Emancipation movement and later a chronicler of it, the Rent collection was ‘at first awkward and ill organised: the amount fell far below the calculations of the proposers, but soon settled into a system.’26 Accounts published by the association for 1824 and 1825 show that what began as a trickle soon grew into a strong and steady flow (fig. 1). In November 1823, reports to Robert Peel suggested that ‘this nuisance in Dublin is about to disappear because of lack of interest among its members,’ whereas within a year he was being informed that the Catholic Rent had turned the association into ‘the most difficult problem a government had to deal with.’27


Fig. 1
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Source: Accounts of the Catholic Association, Dublin Evening Post, 17 February 1825 and 27 April 1826.


The Rent transformed the association from an exclusive members’ club into something more akin to a modern-day trade union. Ordinary Catholics were now invited to pay what amounted to dues, in return for which they received assistance with, and protection for, their immediate and local concerns. With the Rent, letters flowed in outlining problems that had nothing to do with Emancipation per se; instead they reflected a sense that Catholics felt unfairly treated under a range of headings. They complained of packed juries, partial magistrates and constabulary, the imposition of unfair tithes and problems with individual landlords.


The ‘grievance letters’ clearly show that there was an understanding that payment of the Catholic Rent brought with it the expectation of assistance and advice from the association. A case in point was a letter received from the Catholic Rent Committee of the parishes of Gurtnahoe and Glangoole, Co. Tipperary, seeking the council’s opinion in relation to a dispute over tithes. The writer seeks advice and justifies the request on the basis of Rent forwarded to the association.


If sir, you in your kindness be pleased to let us know how we are to act in our present state, you will confer a favour which will not be soon forgotten, by the inhabitants of these parishes, the only apology we can offer for this trouble, is the willingness with which we have paid the Catholic rent, the moment it was announced by our worthy pastor Rev. Mr. Meighan who had the honour of forwarding to the association the sum of twenty pounds.


In closing, the writer makes it clear that a positive response would influence the collection of the Rent in the future.


Your compliance with this our humble request will much facilitate the collection of the rent hereafter as the parishioners in general expect from the association or from you its head, how they are to act on this occasion.28


Father P. Sheehy wrote to Michael Staunton, editor of the Dublin Weekly Register, enclosing ‘half-notes for £8’. Sheehy explains that £1 10s is to cover his yearly subscription to the newspaper and that the remaining £6 10s is the Catholic Rent from his parish. He also recounts an incident in which soldiers and police ransacked the house of a man who collected the Catholic Rent, in what he maintains was a reprisal by the local magistrate. According to Sheehy, the man had done nothing to incur the wrath of the magistrate other than to collect the Catholic Rent. He asked for the case to be brought to the attention of the association and for an answer as soon as possible, promising to send the other half-notes when he receives same.29


These letters reveal much in relation to the tacit agreement, the contract, that the payment of the Rent set up between the association and its subscribers. They also tell us a good deal about the actual logistics of collecting the Rent. Firstly, we see that it was sent through the post, for it must be remembered that in 1824 the banking system had not yet developed a branch network. It was not until 1825, when the Provincial Bank of Ireland was launched, that the first branches outside Dublin were opened. In that year the Bank of Ireland opened seven branches, and the Provincial Bank opened four. The banking network grew very slowly in the 1820s, and by 1829 there were still only thirty-one bank branches in the whole of Ireland.30 The postal system, on the other hand, was well developed, although it was not until 1840 that the universal penny post was introduced, and as late as 1843 O’Connell complained that it took six days to send a letter and receive a reply between Dublin and his native Iveragh, Co. Kerry.31


A postal money order service was not introduced until 1838, but in the 1820s the dangers attendant on sending cash through the post were offset by an ingenious system. The ‘half-notes’ in Father Sheehy’s letter refer to a common practice in the early nineteenth century whereby two halves of a bank note were sent separately through the post. The sender withheld one half until receipt of the other was acknowledged.32 In the case of the grievance letters this provided a double security for the sender, as it provided O’Connell and the association with an incentive to respond to the issues raised in them. The fact that Father Sheehy’s letter was addressed to the editor of the Morning Register and Dublin Weekly Register is evidence of the close relationship between the paper and the association. Staunton’s papers, as well as F. W. Conway’s Dublin Evening Post, were in effect organs of the association and acted as agents for the Rent collection. In May 1825 O’Connell was able to tell the association that the agents for the Dublin Weekly Register throughout the country would forward correspondence from the priests to Dublin.33 The response to the grievance letters seems to have been efficient and effective. On each of the letters O’Connell made a personal note as to what action was to be taken,34 and Wyse tells us that ‘every complaint was listened to, every injury was inquired into; protection was promised, and the promises made good with a precision and promptitude.’35


Once the Rent reached a critical mass it became a political machine of impressive efficiency. It paid for the attorneys and barristers who took on cases for victimised Catholics. Between 19 June 1823 and the end of 1824 more than a quarter of the association’s expenditure went to attorneys such as Andrew Jennings, who received £20 in August 1824 for ‘carrying on Orange prosecutions at Newry, in the case of McEvoy against Weir, when the latter was found guilty and sentenced to twelve months imprisonment, and also for defending Hacket against the Orange party at Down sessions or Assizes.’36 The Rent paid for the publication of accounts of these cases along with the association’s propaganda in the newspapers. It also paid for the national circulation of these papers and for the use of their network of offices to facilitate the flow of communications to and from Dublin (fig. 2).
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Source: Dublin Evening Post, 17 February 1825.


The use of the newspapers to disseminate information to its members created what might be termed a ‘positive feedback loop’. The publication of lists of contributions to the Catholic Rent would have encouraged further contributions, as priests and people saw neighbouring parishes listed while their own parishes were conspicuous by their absence. Seeing the name of one’s parish printed in the newspaper would have been a source of immense pride to readers. Nearly two centuries later, when one comes across a list of contributions printed in the Dublin Evening Post one is instinctively drawn to the list in search of one’s home place, to see if it appears, and is inclined to search for one’s own surname in the long lists of names of members of the association, wondering if perhaps they were relatives. If the lists can still generate such curiosity today, one can only imagine the excitement and pride that gripped communities when they saw their parish named. They could read accounts of meetings that they might have attended, and if they were enrolled as members their names were printed for all to see. The printing of the letters, the amounts paid and the lists of new members would certainly have done much to motivate those individuals and parishes that had been slow to contribute.


The priests were further motivated to support the Rent because, according to Thomas Wyse, they ‘expected to see it return in its due season in the building of his school or the repairs to his ruined church,’ and thus he was ‘personally and constantly interested’ in the Rent and in the politics of the association.37 It is curious to note that, despite Wyse’s comment and the promise of generous provision for the building of churches and schools, when the Rent was introduced very little of it found its way back to the parishes in the form of bricks and mortar. In the period from 19 June 1823 to 31 December 1827 detailed accounts were published, and from these we see that only two sums were paid for the building of churches and schools. In 1826 thirty pounds was ‘remitted to the Rev. Mr. Kearnes, in aid of a school at Churchtown, near Cloyne,’ and in 1827 fifty pounds was paid ‘towards erecting Tarlaghan chapel.’38 A total of only eighty pounds in more than four years was hardly going to galvanise the priests into supporting the Rent, but we have to assume that other arrangements were adopted to allow them benefit from it.


At a meeting of the association on 1 May 1824 O’Connell advised that ‘some Roman Catholic priests . . . offered to use their utmost efforts in the collection of “The Rent”, provided the association allowed them to allocate to their own schools and establishments one half of the amount received in their various parishes,’ and he said that he would advise the association to acquiesce.39 It would appear, therefore, that where support for the priests was forthcoming it was most likely deducted at source, making it well nigh impossible to quantify. Whether motivated by material benefits or merely swept along with the enthusiasm of their people, the priests, along with the middle-class activists, co-ordinated the collection and transmission to the association of the Rent together with the grievance letters, and so the loop began again. The beauty of the system was that once it was set in motion it could provide its own energy, and its design allowed it to be controlled from one central point, effectually by one person. Between June 1824 and March 1825 nearly twenty thousand pounds was collected.40 In a few months the Rent had transformed the moribund association into a powerful political machine. Its effect was eloquently encapsulated by Thomas Wyse: It was ‘not only that positive suffering was removed or that Catholic power was augmented by so large an accession of its funds; a new means of binding people in an open and visible fraternity, which extended from one end of Ireland to the other, was obtained.’41 Such was the success of the association that, according to Wyse, the people had taken to calling it ‘the government’.42


Impressive as the figures are for this first phase of the Rent, it would be wrong to say that the Rent and the political awakening that went with it had penetrated the entire country. Two provinces formed the core of O’Connell’s movement, while in the other two the Rent was to have relatively little impact. Munster and Leinster combined to generate 81 per cent of the Rent collected in the first phase up to March 1825, while Ulster and Connacht managed to collect only 11 and 8 per cent, respectively (fig. 3). When related to the Catholic population of each province, the poor showing from Connacht is partly explained by its smaller Catholic population, while the weakness of the movement in Ulster is evident (fig. 4).
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Source: Accounts of the Catholic Association, Dublin Evening Post, 17 February 1825 and 27 April 1826.
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Source: Accounts of the Catholic Association, Dublin Evening Post, 17 February 1825 and 27 April 1826; Vaughan and Fitzpatrick, Irish Historical Statistics, p. 53.


The weakness of support in Connacht can also be ascribed to socioeconomic factors. However, the poor response from Ulster was more significant in political terms, because not alone does it reflect a response from a predominantly Protestant province to what was in essence a Catholic nationalist movement but it shows that even among Ulster Catholics support was weak. Munster and Leinster had seen the greatest advances for middle-class Catholics, and land holdings were larger than in Connacht. The money economy, based on trade of manufactures, had also advanced further, creating a cohort of merchants, shopkeepers and professionals in the towns. According to Wyse, it was in the towns that the association’s real strength lay, suggesting that ‘the county parishes continued more or less inert. Up to the very eve of dissolution, the towns generally furnished in a double proportion to the counties’.43 The penetration of O’Connell’s propaganda-based message would also have been more difficult in a province where the English language, literacy and, consequently, newspaper readership had not extended as widely as in Munster and Leinster.


Protestant alienation from the cause would explain why Ulster was barren territory for the association. That the propaganda message was inappropriate and unwelcome to the majority population in Ulster was an awkward truth that O’Connell chose to ignore. He could raise enough steam outside Ulster to serve his purposes, and so began the myopic tradition in Irish nationalism of ignoring Ulster because it did not fit.


A county-by-county analysis of receipts shows that the strength of support in Leinster and Munster was not uniform (fig. 5). There are sharp variations between counties, while Co. Cavan stands out as an exception to the weakness of support in Connacht and Ulster generally.


Fig. 5
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Source: Accounts of the Catholic Association, Dublin Evening Post, 17 February 1825 and 27 April 1826; Vaughan and Fitzpatrick, Irish Historical Statistics, p. 5–15. (Using the amount of the Catholic Rent subscribed from each county in conjunction with the population of each county, based on the 1821 census figures, it is possible to calculate the amount subscribed per head of population in each county.)






	

	 

	 







The manner in which the Rent was collected is telling in gaining an insight into how O’Connell’s political machine was structured. The association sought to expand the membership and tap the power of the disgruntled Catholic masses, and the Rent allowed them achieve these objectives simultaneously. The very business of collecting the Rent animated the members. There was work to be done: rent books and reports were printed, lists of addresses came in from sympathetic bishops, and material was sent around the country. The bridgehead in each parish was the priest, but, while he was crucial in introducing the Rent to the people and in being a conduit to the association in Dublin, it was the well-to-do Catholics in the parish who were the backbone of the organisation. It was these lay activists, in the main, who took the initiative in calling meetings to establish the Rent collection. In the months from April 1824, parishes, towns and cities held meetings of Catholics in which resolutions adopting the scheme for collecting the Rent were passed. Committees were formed, a treasurer elected and collectors appointed.44


The local clergy were ex officio members of the association, and it was envisioned that theirs would be a supervisory role. ‘It was not intended that the clergy should have any trouble with the collection further than that they should be satisfied with the persons appointed collectors.’45 Referring to the Rent, Bishop James Doyle of Kildare and Leighlin said that he was ‘confident that the clergy would countenance the collection of it, but they are not disposed themselves to become collectors,’ citing as a reason ‘an apprehension lest they might appear, not only active, but prominent in public affairs.’46


Fergus O’Ferrall warns us not to overstate the importance of the Catholic clergy to the operation of the association, and it is well to remember that its message was spread through meetings and newspapers as much as it was from the pulpit.47 It was the lay activists who arranged meetings and collected the Rent—the ‘disciplined troops’ of the organisation, as Thomas Wyse referred to them—and it was they who formed the real active membership. The ordinary people paid a modest farthing a week and expected either practical relief from some immediate grievance or relief in the longer term from their general plight. Wyse described them as ‘the irregular troops of the association,’ and they were relegated to a passive role.48


A document from Wyse’s own city of Waterford provides us with a more detailed picture of who these ‘disciplined troops’ actually were.49 It lists every person in the city who contributed more than six pence to the collection in support of O’Connell’s candidacy in the 1828 Clare election. Their occupations are stated, and from this we are able to build a social profile of O’Connell’s support in that city (table 1).


Table 1: Contributors in Waterford to O’Connell’s election fund, 1828, by occupation












	Tradesman

	123






	Shopkeeper or huckster

	32






	Publican

	23






	Liberal Protestant

	23






	Merchant

	21






	Labourer or servant

	16






	Teacher

	6






	Professional

	3






	Farmer

	1






	Priest

	1






	Other or unspecified

	181









Source: Meeting in support of O’Connell election, Waterford, 5 July 1828 (Dublin Diocesan Archives, cp, 56/1, ii).


It is notable that in its anxiety to show that Protestants were also involved in supporting the cause the association in Waterford effectually set them apart by classifying liberal Protestants as a group in itself. Looking at the breakdown of these groups, we see that in this urban setting the core of O’Connell’s support was drawn from the ranks of the skilled artisan class, with shopkeepers, publicans and merchants also featuring strongly. It was from these latter groups that the active membership was usually drawn, but even these activists lacked any great power within the organisation, as the collection of the Rent was organised by parish, with no organisational links between parishes and no intermediate structure between the individual parishes and the association in Dublin. All money and communications went directly to Dublin. In this manner all resources and power were centralised, and control rested with the association in Dublin, which was dominated by O’Connell.


Outside the towns, the association was appealing to the people who had previously resorted to agrarian violence in response to their grievances. The manner in which it did so, according to Fergus O’Ferrall, was to create the basis of the clientelist model of politics that has survived in Ireland to the present day.50 The association offered an alternative to localised violence. By taking on and winning cases in court and then advertising the case, the issues involved and their ability to deliver on it, they created in the national press a mood that spread throughout the country. The association linked Catholics in town and country, payment of the Rent brought all classes into membership, and their attachment to a common cause inspired in them a mood of optimism. That growing sense of unity and optimism was the genesis of Catholic nationalism. Catholics saw not only that there was now someone to fight their corner in individual cases of victimisation but—and the association was at pains to show them this—that injustice might be overturned in its entirety if all Catholics united in support of demands for Emancipation.


The Rent for ordinary Catholics was their membership of a mutual protection association, but it was also their membership of the Catholic nation. Emancipation was held out as a type of Holy Grail that, when obtained, would deliver Catholics from the plight they had long endured at the hands of a Protestant ascendancy. O’Connell had the ‘single point’ on which he wanted to focus public opinion. By deliberately keeping its definition vague he managed to unite Catholics across class divides. The political implications of this achievement were to be significant and far-reaching. Those who paid the Rent were united by a bond that transcended their class divisions.


It was, however, a bond that was forged on the anvil of sectarian rhetoric. O’Connell had found a common denominator that would unite the majority of the people, but it just as firmly alienated the minority. As can be seen from the situation in Waterford, great play was made of welcoming the support and membership of liberal Protestants, but the fact was that the movement and its objectives were specifically Catholic. (Thomas Wyse estimated that one in ten members of the Catholic Association were Protestants.51) O’Connell went to great lengths to identify those Protestants he demonised as being part of ‘the Orange faction’, and he was prepared to stoop very low when so engaged.


On 2 June 1824 O’Connell announced to a meeting of the Catholic Association that he had ‘a communication of much importance’ to make. He said that he was ‘enabled to disclose to them the Orange pass-word.’ He then stated that the password was verse 24 of the 68th Psalm, and proceeded to quote it: ‘That thy foot may be dipped in the blood of thy enemies—that the tongue of thy dogs be red with same.’ According to O’Connell, this verse


contains the sanguinary principle which induced the horrid murder of poor Grumly, on the 12th July 1822, in Armagh and which has occasioned his sister to wander ever since through her neighbourhood, a wretched maniac. When the poor heart sickened girl told that she had seen one of the persons who shot her brother get some of his blood and mix it with water and make his dog drink it on the spot where the murder was committed, her frightful tale was not believed.52


O’Connell cannot be held responsible for the religious divisions in Ireland, but such tales, written into the minutes of the association’s meetings and circulated throughout the country in the press, were bound to intensify sectarian divisions, and through the Catholic Rent he did manage to create a Catholic national identity, which forced middle-class Catholics into an alliance with those they could never see as equals while alienating them from those liberal Protestants with whom they wished to be considered equal. The alliance of Catholics across class divisions might not have lasted, but the definition of the nation as Catholic would endure. Ordinary Catholics had been introduced to the concept of a Catholic nation and to the principles of parliamentary democracy as an alternative to violence. Even if Emancipation was to prove to be a disappointment to them, constitutional politics would remain a firm fixture in Irish politics from that point on.


As far as it went O’Connell’s organisational model was most impressive, but he had limited his vision to the creation of an extra-parliamentary pressure group that could be controlled by him and used to achieve a single stated aim before being stood down. Once again the trade union analogy is apposite: O’Connell was the charismatic yet autocratic leader, not unlike many trade union leaders of the twentieth century. The objective was to win concessions for the middle-ranking members who lacked muscle by using charisma and rhetoric to convince the rank-and-file members, who had muscle, that the fight was their fight too. A good trade unionist would have recognised O’Connell’s modus operandi of raising the pressure and releasing it in a controlled manner. Trade unions are still with us, but they operate outside politics, in the main. They see their role as lobbying politicians and using the built-up pressure to do so.


These were in effect the same limits that O’Connell had placed on his own organisation in the 1820s. In 1823, at the very time he was about to launch his plan, he canvassed for Henry Whyte, a wealthy liberal Protestant who contested a by-election in Co. Dublin.53 Whyte won the election, and O’Connell went on to relaunch the Catholic Association. This experience inspired O’Connell by demonstrating what could be achieved with organised effort, yet he did not make the obvious connection between his own plan to mobilise resources and putting members into Parliament. That leap of imagination was left to Thomas Wyse.


If O’Connell was slow to see the further potential of the Rent, the Home Secretary, Robert Peel, was not. On 10 February 1825, during the debate on the bill that would see the suppression of the Catholic Association, he spoke of how ‘such a vast and co-ordinated piece of machinery might be converted into a political engine.’54 The bill passed both houses of Parliament, and in March 1825 the association was suppressed. The Rent ceased to flow until the new Catholic Rent was launched in July 1826, and it was in that year that its true value was to emerge.


In the general election of that year local elements of the association in Waterford attempted to challenge the political dominance of the Beresford family in the county by supporting a pro-Emancipation candidate. It was a local initiative spearheaded by Thomas Wyse, and it was planned and organised for months before the election. The association at the national level, not sharing Wyse’s vision, made no such preparations for the election. Wyse saw an electorate that was overwhelmingly Catholic in a county constituency that returned one Whig and one anti-Emancipation Tory mp. He then set about educating the Catholic freeholders to get them to cast their votes in the Catholic interest. It is difficult at this remove to see anything radical in such a plan, but at the time what Wyse proposed was truly revolutionary.


In 1826 the viewpoint of the ancien régime was still firmly entrenched even in the minds of those who sought to challenge it. In 1793 Catholic tenants with a freehold valued at 40s and over were given the vote, resulting in a huge Catholic electorate in county constituencies. The Protestant landed establishment saw this not as an extension of democratic principles and as a threat to their ascendancy but as a bolstering of their own political clout, believing that as they controlled the tenants they could also control the tenant’s vote. Deference to, and dependence on, the landlord ensured that neither tenant, landlord nor even Daniel O’Connell could conceive of tenants exercising free will at the polls.55 If O’Connell had broken new ground by using the Rent to mobilise public opinion, Wyse would use it and the structures established for collecting it to mobilise the electorate in a manner that was unprecedented.


In the early nineteenth century, the high cost of winning a seat in Parliament ensured that politics remained the preserve of the independently wealthy. The individual candidates had to bear all the costs associated with elections. Polls could last up to fifteen days, and the sheriff, returning officer, Justices of the Peace and even interpreters had to be paid for by the candidates.56 Candidates also had to cover the cost of transporting, feeding and ‘treating’ their voters. Such were the costs that elections were contested only when the challenger believed he stood a good chance of victory.57 Where it did occur, canvassing did not tend to extend beyond approaches to landlords who pledged the votes of their tenants in return for the promise of some political favour.58


In Waterford the plan was to use the human and financial resources of the association rather than those of the candidate to canvass each and every one of the forty-shilling freehold voters and to focus on national rather than local issues to convince them to vote for Henry Villiers-Stuart. There had been instances of tenants defying their landlord in previous elections, and P. J. Jupp has demonstrated from an analysis of elections and parliamentary debates between 1801 and 1820 that a Catholic interest had been developing and that there was evidence of candidates supporting Emancipation to win the Catholic vote.59 But nothing that had gone before compared to the coordinated challenge of Waterford in 1826.


What was achieved in Waterford was the democratisation of the electoral process: people power was pitted against the power of inherited privilege. It was, however, a hugely expensive exercise. In preparation for the election a county committee, as well as branch committees in each of the seven baronies, was set up. Each branch employed two local agents to canvass the freeholders, an attorney was employed to check the legality of voter registration, and polling agents, couriers and even a trumpeter were employed to regulate the voters on polling day. Bianconi coaches were hired to transport voters, rooms were rented and money was allocated for ‘treating voters’. Wyse referred to it as ‘election warfare’.60 But, if war it was, landlords had a very powerful weapon to fight back with: the threat of eviction.


There were instances of reprisals against supporters of Villiers-Stuart long before polling took place. The committee had to provide alternative employment and financial assistance and even had to build houses for freeholders who suffered from Tory vengeance. A local priest summed it up when he said that ‘patriotism may fill a man’s heart, but cannot fill the belly.’61 It was in response to demands for financial assistance for Waterford freeholders that a ‘new’ Catholic Rent was instituted in July 1826. O’Connell held out against those who insisted that the unused funds from the ‘old’ Rent should be employed in relieving distress in Waterford. For a man notoriously profligate with his own money, he proved to be very protective of the old Rent, and it caused a rift between him and Wyse.62 Of course the idea that Wyse was implementing a plan that was not of O’Connell’s making was reason enough to upset the leader, but it was a plan that O’Connell would not have implemented anyway, for they were very different in political outlook.


O’Connell was a pragmatic liberal who had grave doubts about the wisdom of such a wide franchise as existed at the time. He did not believe that the forty-shilling freeholders could be counted on, given their dependence on their landlords. He had, he said, ‘seen them in the County Clare, brought in by scores, and reckoned according to the state of the election, at so much a head.’63 He favoured a narrower franchise where he could gain greater control over the electorate. He may also have appreciated from his experience with Henry Whyte in Dublin in 1823 that a successful electoral revolt by the freeholders against their landlords could be achieved only at great expense.


Thomas Wyse was an idealist; he had a vision of political education that was truly democratic in its scope. He saw the potential of putting in place an organised political structure, a permanent network that would educate and influence individual voters. His proposals for Liberal clubs anticipated the branch structure that lies at the heart of our modern-day political parties, a system of political organisation that began to emerge in Britain only after the Representation of the People Act (1867). He was also to see at first hand in Waterford that his new democratic approach to electioneering was to be an expensive one. It was the existing structures set up to collect the Rent that pointed the way for Wyse, and he could not have embarked on such an ambitious venture were he not also able to count on the financial muscle of the Catholic Rent to provide him with the ‘sinews of war’.


Other constituencies had watched the developments in Waterford and been inspired. Electoral revolts took place in Cos. Monaghan, Westmeath, Cavan and Louth. It was in many ways a sea change not just in Irish politics but in the world of politics, for instead of seats in the boroughs being impregnable, and the county constituencies being merely the focus of inter-family squabbles among the aristocracy, national issues were now being brought into play, and Waterford had shown that the freeholders could bring about electoral success. However, now that their value was understood, the cost of their protection was sorely felt.


O’Connell, ever conscious of the psychological as well as financial benefits of the Rent collection, was loath to dip into the ample funds that the association had invested. A balance of £14,896 in securities and cash remained on hand when the old Catholic Association was suppressed in March 1825, and O’Connell insisted that it be retained for its original purpose of progressing court cases and supporting the press and education. He advocated that a new drive be initiated to deal with the reprisals against the freeholders. Despite the division he created within the association as a result of his perceived parsimony, the wisdom of his policy was borne out by events. The protection of the freeholders proved to be a great motivating force for the collection of the new Rent, and, just as the old Rent had done before, it served the dual purpose of raising the funds critical to the cause and revitalising the organisation. However, the receipts in 1826 did not match the generous figures recorded in early 1825. The monthly average for 1826 was £947, compared with an average of £3,096 in 1825 (fig. 6).


Fig. 6
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Source: Dublin Evening Post, 17 February 1825, 27 April 1826, 29 March 1827 and 28 February 1828; also weekly figures in 1828 and 1829.


Nevertheless, O’Connell had reasserted his control over the association in the tussle over whether the old Rent should be tapped into or not. He proclaimed his fealty to the forty-shilling freeholders and promoted the new Rent, which animated the priests and the Catholic people of Ireland, who O’Connell now defined as ‘the Nation’, and he spoke of the new Rent as being ‘in the nature of a national treasury.’64 The original plan to use the Rent to manipulate public opinion had been upgraded in the light of its new-found utility as a powerful political weapon.


It was now clear to all on both sides of the Irish Sea that the Catholic Association in county constituencies had the potential to control the majority of the seats. The economic hold that the landlords had exerted over their tenants had been broken by the Rent, and voting against the landlord’s wishes no longer meant economic suicide for tenants. However, victory did not come cheaply, and, of the £5,680 raised by the new Rent in 1826, £3,361 was spent in support of victimised freeholders. £1,200 went to Co. Waterford, £874 to Co. Louth, £550 to Co. Monaghan, £523 to Co. Westmeath and £211 to Co. Cavan.65 It was the power of the Rent to counter the landlords that convinced the Duke of Wellington and Robert Peel that concession was now inevitable. If in 1825 they feared insurrection, now, in 1826, they faced the prospect of ‘a secessionist parliament constituted of mandated but unlawful Catholic MPs, returned by well drilled Catholic freeholders.’66


Events in Ireland did not go unnoticed outside the country, and it is worth noting that in 1826 the sum of £367, or 6.46 per cent of the total Rent, came from abroad, much of it from Irish America.67 Already a significant Irish-American community had developed, and it is estimated that perhaps sixty thousand people emigrated to America in the 1820s alone.68 They read about the drive for Catholic Emancipation in Irish-American newspapers such as the Truth Teller and were exhorted to contribute to the Rent. The result was the setting up of Friends of Ireland associations throughout the United States, and by 1829 there were twenty-four branches, with the New York Branch having more than a thousand members. The Truth Teller listed $10,400 in contributions over the period to 1829, of which approximately $6,000 found its way to the association in Ireland.69 This American Rent, from 1825, was the first welling up of a spring that would sometimes trickle and sometimes flow through the Irish body politic in support of an array of nationalist causes in the ensuing decades and centuries.


The political revolution that was taking place in Ireland also inspired advocates of reform in Britain. In 1827 and 1828 parliamentary reformers recommended that associations be founded with a national subscription like the Catholic Rent. At Radical meetings the Irish example was cited and was finally imitated in the Birmingham Political Union in December 1829.70 The new approach to politics was later to inspire the Chartists and the Anti-Corn Law League. The Chartist movement grew out of the London Working Men’s Association, founded in 1836. It drew up a petition to Parliament in favour of radical electoral reform that was to form the basis of a People’s Charter, published in May 1838.71 On 7 June 1837 O’Connell was part of a twelve-man committee set up by the London Working Men’s Association to redraft the petition as a parliamentary bill seeking annual Parliaments, universal suffrage, equal constituencies, payment of members and the abolition of property qualifications.72


O’Connell’s support for Chartism, however, was short-lived, as the movement took a more radical direction and came increasingly under the influence of Fergus O’Connor, a disillusioned former O’Connellite mp. O’Connor had, according to W. J. O’Neill Daunt, once ‘entertained the expectation of superseding O’Connell in the popular leadership’ but had lost support in Ireland by publishing a pamphlet against O’Connell.73 O’Connell’s own distaste for Chartism may have owed something to his antipathy towards O’Connor, but it also stemmed from a liberal-minded concern about extending reform to the lower classes. A small article headed ‘Chartism in Loughrea’ in the Freeman’s Journal some years later serves to remind us that there were strict limits to the reform agenda of O’Connell and his supporters.


Some enemies of popular liberty from the lowest grade of society have established a chartist association in the flourishing town of Loughrea . . . The liberal gentry and Roman Catholic clergy should immediately adopt some effective steps to crush the association, for the good cause of reform must not be injured by Chartism.74


Perhaps more interestingly, the first concrete example of the methods of the Catholic Association being imitated came from its immediate opponents. Irish Tories, determined to resist concessions to Catholics, began to organise and formed ‘Brunswick Clubs’, based on the Liberal Club model developed by Wyse, and they even collected a ‘Protestant Rent’. Such evidence suggests that observers of the phenomenon that was the Catholic Association were quick to appreciate that success lay in the methods employed more than in the cause to which they were applied. The Brunswickers clearly believed that the Rent and a locally based political organisation could also be used to animate their own political constituency.


O’Connell had certainly broken new ground in the field of constitutional politics, and where he took the lead many were to follow. Yet he was not the only national figure to discover the power of popular politics. At the same time as O’Connell was mobilising Catholic Ireland, Andrew Jackson was appealing to the ordinary people of the United States in his efforts to win the presidential election. There is no evidence to suggest that either man was influenced in any way by the other, yet there are certain parallels between the two campaigns that are worthy of comparison. Both men were larger-than-life characters whose brash and unconventional approach to politics tended to appeal to the great mass of the people while engendering revulsion among a certain class of people. In America it was said that ‘nearly all the talent, nearly all the learning, nearly all the ancient wealth, nearly all the business activity, nearly all the book-nourished intelligence, nearly all the silver-forked civilisation of the country, united in opposition to General Jackson, who represented the country’s untutored instincts.’75


These, broadly, were the sentiments of the John Quincy Adams camp, who through the National Journal attacked Jackson’s reputation. He was accused of ‘every crime, offence and impropriety that man was ever known to be guilty of,’ including murder, adultery and duelling.76 In O’Connell’s case it was the Tories who heaped opprobrium on him, often in the pages of the Times, which in a typical editorial referred to ‘the fickle, inconsistent, unreflecting, indiscreet loquacity of Mr. O’Connell’ and spoke of ‘fear, anger, mingled with disgust, being the sentiments now rising everywhere throughout England against the Catholics, their rent, their priesthood, their demagogues and their pretensions.’77


In both cases the outrage came from that class that had most to lose were there to be a shift to a broader, more inclusive democracy. In America commentators bemoaned the fact that


there was an immense number of people in the country who were not intelligent enough to be moved by arguments addressed to the understanding. There were voters who could feel but not think; listen to stump orations, but not read . . . This was the fatal class of voters. Here was the field of the managing politician. These were the voters who were the hope of the schemer, the despair of the patriot.78


These words could as easily have been written about supporters of O’Connell. Haughty arrogance greeted the rise of popular democracy and the vulgar leaders it threw up on both sides of the Atlantic. It was argued that men like O’Connell and Jackson were duping ignorant voters into supporting them, and, in O’Connell’s case, into handing over their hard-earned cash to boot. Much as the two men had in common, the Jackson election campaigns do not appear to have benefited from any form of popular subscription. His Democratic-Republican Party ‘developed the first sophisticated national network of party organisations. Local party groups sponsored parades, barbecues, tree plantings and other popular events designed to promote Jackson.’79 Money tended to be donated by wealthy individuals, and party workers were incentivised by the promise of appointment to some lucrative position should the candidate be elected. Jackson is credited with introducing the spoils system to national government, with his friend Senator William L. Marcy popularising the phrase ‘to the victor belong the spoils.’80 O’Connell also came to use the spoils system when the opportunity arose in the 1830s, but he bears the distinction of having been the first to develop a model of popular politics that was funded by popular subscription.
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