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            This book, in case of any doubt to the contrary, is dedicated unambiguously

            And without any desire to plunder the misery of strangers,

            To the dispossessed and hunted indigenes of Van Diemen’s Land:

            May their Voice be heard!

            To the liberty-deprived convicts of Australia, transported in converted slavers to the earth’s end.

            And especially to Mary Shields, Limerick waif and Australian matriarch, and two political rebels, Hugh Larkin of Laurencetown, Galway, and John Keneally of Newmarket, County Cork.

            All these have been talkative ghosts at our hearth.

            But above all,

            In bewilderment at the race delusions of Caucasians,

            And at the scientific, theological, economic and political theories that sanctioned taking liberty away from Melanesian ‘blackbirds’ in my own nation,

            And from Africans in the United States and Caribbean,

            This book is dedicated with humility to those forebears of African-Americans,

            Whose ghosts still cry out for the fullness of their freedom.

         

      

   


   
      
         
            ‘Out of Ireland have we come.

            Great hatred, little room,

            Maimed us at the start.

            I carry from my mother’s womb,

            A fanatic heart.’

            William Butler Yeats

            ‘Then die … Die in your patience and perseverance, and be well assured of this, that the priest who bids you perish patiently, amidst your own golden harvests, under the gospel according to Downing St, insults manhood and common sense, bears false witness against religion, and blasphemes the providence of God.’

            John Mitchel

            ‘You that Mitchel’s prayer have heard,

            “Send war in our time, O Lord!”

            Know that when all words are said

            And a man is fighting mad,

            Something drops from eyes long blind,

            He completes his partial mind,

            For an instant stands at ease,

            Laughs aloud, his heart at peace.

            Even the wisest man grows tense

            With some sort of violence

            Before he can accomplish fate,

            Know his work or choose his mate.’

            William Butler Yeats
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            Preface

            Famine Epiphany, Summer 1847

         

         This was a hard summer but people were getting used to corpses by the road and along ditches and did their best not to step on them. John Mitchel was shocked himself, at how he could leave home in Ontario Terrace, having kissed his children’s heads and absorbed the smell of warm oats they exuded, and then stride down Mount Pleasant Street barely noticing the ragged old man on the corner who might both be younger than him and have typhus. Or the hollowed country girl with her face in a skeletal rictus of pleading, seemingly unable to ask anymore, for anything.

         But there was one incident in that year that came to his mind whenever the word ‘Famine’ was used in later times. William Smith O’Brien, a member of the Irish Party in the House of Commons and the leader of their faction, Young Ireland, that Mitchel himself belonged to, had been in Limerick. There he wanted to give a speech for his re-election to the House of Commons, and he needed conservative votes to bolster his normally progressive ones. He had been embarrassed that John Mitchel, seen as a firebrand, had turned up in town to visit some fellow radicals to talk about necessary matters, like stopping the next harvest ever being shipped out of the country.

         Tom Meagher, who accompanied Mitchel, did not necessarily like to stay around in Limerick while Smith O’Brien pretended to be a harmless and hopeful improver of things that Westminster had no intention to improve. Meagher was young and, even with a rough country walk in mind, appropriately dressed and shod and looked the very essence of the healthy and alluring orator unleashed on nature.

         He and Mitchel both happened to like those Comeragh Mountains just south of Clonmel, and John said he knew the way to a clachan on the southern end, close to the sea and on the banks of a stream, that he had visited in years past. He had for some time wondered how they were faring down there, the people who had been so hospitable in his earlier visit.

         When they departed the public house at Knocknacullen, where they had left their horses, John carried some bacon and bread and wine in his satchel, and the two set off over the slopes of Croughaun, from which, that clear day of late April, they hoped to see the coast. A lovely wild scene faced them at each step, a shaggy country of great boulders and scooped loughs under blue mountain bluffs. The white-mantled hawthorn bushes lent a brightness to the scene, though, and reminded John of paintings he had seen of the branching coral of the South Pacific.

         After much tramping, they saw the clachan, the hamlet, below on the banks of its lough, under the scarps of red and black. Meagher frowned. His riding jacket shone in a brief, light-infused shower of rain. ‘Where’s the smoke?’ he asked. ‘Where’s the turf smell?’

         In fact, there was not a twitch of life. They caught instead what Mitchel thought a particular hellish smell, a stink empty of hope and human expectation. He wondered had he been too optimistic that a village so remote would be exempt from the curse of the times? As if the lack of a post office meant the pestilence couldn’t reach them?

         ‘Oh, loving Christ!’ said Meagher as they stalked through the little gathering of houses. Meagher was like a young land agent expecting his tenants to emerge. Mitchel walked beside him, heartsick and with swimming eyes. Knowing they would need to examine the cabins, the laneways between each as cold as absence. Though most doors seemed open, or off the hinges, the friends delayed entering the first of them, exchanging wary glances with each other.

         Despite their reluctance, the truth was, Mitchel knew, that they felt a powerful obligation to witness for themselves the fate of those whom they considered brethren.

         It was as wretched a scene here as it was elsewhere. In one dwelling and then another, the stench they set themselves to endure was a variation on putrefaction. The yellow, dried-out, grinning corpses did not reek like the corpses of well-fed men. It was as if they had been mummified from within – those who’d starved so long that a fever devoured them in the end, leaving little enough for wasting away. The two friends were encountering that stench.

         As they walked amidst the houses of the dead till they reached the end of the cluster, not one did they dare to enter. Turning around, they stopped now at what Mitchel recognised as the threshold of the house of his host two years before. He shut his eyes and put his head inside the door jamb and stupidly said, with shaking voice and eyes shut, ‘God save all here!’ As if he were dropping in for breakfast.

         There was no answer. Ghastly silence and the subtle reek of starvation and fever dead. Mitchel opened his eyes to see the bodies dimly, spaced around the fire someone had managed to light in the past winter but dead now. They were all dead. The strong man and the dark-eyed woman and the little ones, with their liquid Gaelic of two years ago mute on their tongues. Mitchel met a skeletal child, a mummy, on the floor between the hearth and her parents’ bed. He smelt the blinding particular fetor until he turned, saw Meagher’s handsome shape in the door, and rushed past him. Out in the laneway, being well fed, he was violently sick and became aware of Meagher beside him, and of his hand on his left shoulder.

         Mitchel said, ‘This is not human, Tom. Not human that we let it … I don’t know … take place.’

         ‘They can’t know it’s like this, Mitch,’ said Meagher. ‘They can’t imagine …’

         Mitchel knew Meagher meant, ‘Over there. Downing Street.’ The British government’s imagination seemed able to cross oceans, penetrate Asia and even the Antipodes. But they couldn’t ever imagine Ireland.

         ‘They can’t imagine,’ John Mitchel agreed. He stood upright. The stink of that cabin was still stinging his eyes. ‘We can’t bury them,’ he mourned.

         ‘Oh, Jesus,’ said Meagher. ‘You know we’d be looking for trouble from fever, Mitch, even had we a shovel. But I’ll let my father know, and maybe something … pulling the ruins down over the bodies at least, with a priest to recite the rites.’

         Meagher’s father was a powerful man in the county, and mayor of Waterford City. The first Catholic in the post, they said, since the Reformation.

         Mitchel knew precisely what had befallen the people in that cabin. They’d shut their door so neighbours did not see the shame of their starving. The other families did the same. On their own hearth, they shrank and grew fevered together and raved with hunger and delirium until they hardly knew one another’s faces. Mitchel surmised that at some point, with eyes the fever had made mad, they scowled on each other with a cannibal glare.

         The father had scrounged a few pennies on a ‘public work’, make-work sites for hungry labourers, men, women, children – heaving rocks and moving soil on some vacant place of torn-up soil and rock leading nowhere. There he earned perhaps the sixth part of what would have maintained his family. Not that it was always dispensed by those officials who set up their pay desks on a heap of stones. But when it was, it kept the family half-alive for three months, and so instead of dying in December, soon after the blight struck, they were dead in March. And the agonies of those three months? God would not want to recount them.

         ‘Fatal times!’ declared Mitchel.

         ‘It is getting late,’ Meagher said. His eyes shone, blue as a wraith’s, in the half-light. ‘You are hard hit, my good friend,’ he told Mitchel. ‘I’ve never seen you so distressed. I fear you can never forget this.’

         And that was right.
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            Who Will Marry Jenny Verner? 1836 and Times Various

         

         Jenny Verner realised now what many might have spoken behind their hands about her when she was a child. For she knew she was illegitimate, one way or another.

         Common people used a crasser, harsher word for it. She understood later the conversations people had under their breath when she hid in corridors to overhear them. Further, there was a story about her father, who had married her – by all accounts beautiful – mother when she was carrying a child from another man, and people thought that very good of him, but their mouths took on tucks that proclaimed him unworldly.

         And now the topic was: who would marry the eldest of their children, the girl Jenny? Strangely, since they would say she was a beautiful little thing just like her mother, and it would be false modesty on her part, she realised, to say she was not. Her parents were both considered handsome, and apparently respectable in every regard. It was only later in life that members of the wider family of the Verners let her know that her parents, in fact, had not so much as married, and that Burke’s Peerage told the world that anyhow, or at least told anyone interested enough to look her father up.

         James Verner had been a captain in the British army and resided in the Churchill mansion, where he had fallen for the coachman’s daughter, Mary. Mary was now James Verner’s companion there at 52 Queen Street, Newry, and had been for decades upon decades. And not wed! Who indeed, consulting Burke’s Peerage, as reputable people did, would marry her, Jenny Verner? Once she had even heard her own mother ask the question in lamentation. The problem itself asking about the problem.

         It seems her father would have been Baron Churchill of Armagh if – as the eldest of the Verners – he had married properly. A younger, capable brother of his had instead been given the title now, and all the Armagh estates attached. Except for Jenny’s father’s determined love of her mother, he could not only have been a peer, but also elected to the Commons in Westminster. Again, except for love of her mother …

         They were noble parents. Her father had commanded a company of troops at Waterloo, and her mother was intriguing. Yet the ordinary way the two lived in Newry seemed smaller than such absolutes as Love vs. Power. This Shakespearian tale seemed comprised of characters writ pleasant and small and domestic, and even timid.

         The Verners were a family that had involved itself in the founding of the Orange Order at their townhouse in Dawson Street, Dublin. And the Orange Order was the very essence of loyalism to the British Crown and to Britishness as it sat and disported itself in Ireland.

         ‘Well,’ Jenny had been told to say by her parents, ‘if it is hatred of other Irishmen, that is not what the Orange Order was founded for.’

         ‘Really?’ people replied, thinking of fisticuffs between the Protestant Orange and the Catholic Green at St Patrick’s Days from Sydney to Toronto, Belfast to New Orleans.

         ‘It is possible to celebrate one’s origins,’ Jenny would as a young woman maintain, ‘and indeed uphold one’s freedom from the undue claims of Papism upon the soul, as the Orange Order does, without hating one’s fellow Irish!’

         It was lesser minds, she believed, who in upholding Protestant ascendency decided that that meant hating and attacking the masses of Catholic Ireland. She had asserted these nuances in front of her genial father and he seemed to enjoy her view as wonderfully daring. It was her argument even before she met her Johnny Mitchel. There were a number of people of Protestant Ireland, not simply her, nodding towards their fellow countrymen then, seeing a unity of interests with the Irish mass, oppressed as they were on the one hand by Catholic dogma, on the other by Britain, both of whose rules were absolute.

         The Penal Laws – which served severely to oppress Catholics, denying them an education, land ownership and public posts – were finally revoked by the Irish Party and the Whigs in Westminster in 1829. Still, the Established Church, called the Church of Ireland, actually the Anglican Church in Ireland, raised tithes from Catholics and Presbyterians. Even Presbyterians got into trouble for resisting to pay the tithe proctors, the agents who exacted the payments. As a member of the Church of Ireland, Jenny Verner, Who-Will-Marry-Her Verner, felt embarrassment that her church was sustained by tithes exacted from Presbyterians and Catholics.

         But she knew that was not a very common sensibility amongst her parents’ contemporaries. Sometimes Catholic peasants would kill a tithe proctor, or at least burn his house, and those who did were either hanged or sentenced for life to Australia. As people seemed to think appropriate.

         
            ——

         

         Now John Mitchel, straight from Trinity College in Dublin, had become a bank clerk in Derry, and of course he did not like it, the mean and frivolous arithmetic of it all, and the lack of scale. The way numbers would be the absolution for all sorts of tragedies, for hunger, want, disinheritance. At that stage, prior to his meeting with Jenny, and numb from a hated job, he fell in love with a Belfast girl he met who was six years older than his nineteen years.

         John did not fall in love by measures. And this woman, who had relatives in Newry and knew of his much-respected father, the non-subscribing Presbyterian Reverend Dr Mitchel, possessed young John’s soul. The ‘non-subscribing’ sector was a church which refused to sign on to any creed and attracted liberals and improvers.

         John, stricken for the woman, rode to Belfast from Newry, where he was being interviewed to become a possible law clerk in the practice of a Mr Neill, to lay his soul before her, plead with her. He was not, though, admitted to her and went into a decline. Ultimately, it was when, after less than a year, John had been somehow cured of this first thwarted and unhappy love, that Jenny would inherit him. She would come to pity that Belfast woman who would never travel with him amongst the volcanoes and wild torrents of the earth!

         For she had never heard anyone proclaim like John Mitchel.

         
            ——

         

         Jenny Verner herself was said to be talkative. ‘Men don’t like girls who make their opinions known,’ said her mother with her look of bruised prettiness. Yet she came from an opinionated clan. Not so much her father; he was the quietest clansman. Her uncle, her father’s younger brother, Sir William Verner, Grand Master of the Orange Order, was vocal in Parliament. Abomination and the defence of the British Protestant inheritance made men vocal, in part because there was great applause in it from their own type; because the humblest Protestant, even the poorest Presbyterian, saw himself as at least above the mass of the disinherited Irish.

         She was hungry for talk, this girl whose father could have renounced and exiled her, as members of the gentry did renounce their children of dubious origin. ‘Your father gave up everything for you,’ her mother told her, as a caution, and her mother was right. Jenny’s was the birth he would not cover up, nor would he send her mother away to live in some cottage on an endowment.

         But it meant her mother did not want to permit the small rebellions, or to let her daughter hanker for talk of lightnings and revelations, which was the daily talk of John Mitchel, law clerk, when she first met him. Mitchel had a view that to set everything spinning and falling was as much an act of creation as actual systematic building – indeed more so. When a structure fell, he said even then – and as he would later write – the germ of the new building was in the ruin. And Jenny Verner had been from fifteen onwards anxious to be his acolyte in ruin and his abettor.

         She had first seen John on his way to work. The girls of Miss Bryden’s School for Young Ladies were on one side of the river named Clanrye, proceeding downstream, and he was on a tow path on the far side. He was a God, Jenny thought. He was also a young Wordsworth, a Romantic figure – nearly six feet, with dark floppy locks and penetrating eyes. Mitchel knew a friend of hers in the same class, Mary Thompson, and Jenny treacherously had her contact him in the hope he would go for Sunday walks with her, accompanied by Jenny as a supposed guarantor of propriety.

         Jenny’s infatuation was apparent to her mother, who was nervous that Mitchel was Presbyterian, son of a minister of that church and of what were called ‘the auld lights’, who did not subscribe to the general Protestant creed as settled on in 1725 – and did not see it as their duty to preach loyalty to the state, but loyalty to conscience. Additionally, they could be vocal in their condemnation of injustices in a way respectable people rarely heard in the Established Church of Ireland, which let Caesar do very much whatever Caesar chose. The auld lights believed there was a social covenant between the state and the ordinary folk, and that if the state neglected it, it must be challenged for it.

         Now, being of the Establishment, the Verners were Britons by vocation. When women of that Establishment asked behind their hands who would marry Jenny Verner, they were not thinking of the Presbyterian, intensely eloquent and grey-eyed John Mitchel. They were thinking of the Church of Ireland. They were thinking as well of acreage.

         When – it was the summer of 1836, and John merely twenty years of age – Jenny walked with John Mitchel and Mary Thompson along the Newry Canal, he talked of the three-card trick by which Ireland had been deprived of its own parliament on the last day of 1800, in part in punishment for the ’98 uprising.

         ‘Now,’ he told them, and the idea had the charm of heresy against the supposed privilege Mary and Jenny enjoyed as members of the ruling and Established Church, ‘we Irish are ruled entirely for the convenience of Westminster, our linen industry is run down, and the mass of people are still subject to rules more suitable to the Ottoman Empire. Even now, Catholics are still practically excluded from every profession, except medicine, and from all official stations without exception. They try to serve on juries, and are refused.

         ‘Until I was thirteen’ – he spoke of this as if it were an eon ago – ‘the Penal Laws still governed Ireland!’ There had been amongst other ills the denial of education to children of Catholics, and a place in civil life. There were punishments if they sought education, as some scholars and priests did, in foreign countries. Over time, people, Catholics on the rise, tolerant Protestants, had come to ignore some of the worst: such that Catholics were forbidden to exercise trade or commerce, could not legally hold leases of land for more than a few years, and were disqualified from inheriting the lands of Protestant relatives.

         Most interestingly, John complained, a Catholic citizen could not then legally own a horse of greater value than five pounds, and if he did and yet pretended that his horse was worth less than that, a Protestant gentleman could buy it from him for at most that sum, un-horsing the Papist idolater, vaulting into the saddle in his place and riding away with a prime mount. The laws had also decreed that a Catholic child who turned Protestant could sue his parents for maintenance, at a level to be determined by the Protestant-governed Court of Chancery.

         How far from the Nazarene, the shoeless Christ, was all this? asked John Mitchel.

         It was to abolish these inequities that the Emancipation laws were supported in Britain by fair people – and perhaps by some who took the Duke of Wellington’s view, that if the Catholics were not emancipated there would be civil war.

         It was a matter of great sadness to John, and thus to her, that because Irish peasants – the so-called ‘low Irish’ – were repelled by a government which, despite Emancipation, in so many remaining ways was unjust and restrictive to them, the Catholic Church and its clergymen remained the sole area within which the millions of voteless and voiceless souls could find their dignity, their place of hope.

         Early in Jenny’s association with John, her mother was worried that she was ‘catching ideas’ from him. Jenny did in a sense catch them, but what her parents did not understand was that Jenny found, half-buried in her nature, the same propositions John so powerfully announced. This was the peril of revealed truth, when it entered not only on the tongue of the prophet, but evoked a hidden, a half-suspected twin in the fibre of the listener. Jenny came to pity the Verner family for the antiquity and staleness of their beliefs.

         Her father, gentle, and nearing sixty, spoke sometimes of his younger brother as an enviable hero, adjutant of the 7th Queen’s Own Hussars, wounded at Waterloo after having fought Napoleon for some years in Spain. As well, Uncle William was a Member of the Parliament in London. Everyone called him affectionately ‘Taffy’, like a Welshman – Jenny had no idea why. He lived over in County Armagh at Loughgall and was said to be a good landlord, and there often were such people. Her genial father’s opinions were an echo of his distinguished brother’s, and when she met John Mitchel, she was ready for a revision. Could Ireland be a just country when five per cent of the people, including her people, owned ninety per cent of the land? That was a good question.

         She needed a revision and that was what she got from Mitchel when they all went wading together, in the Newry River or at the head of Carlingford Lough – an exercise banned by Miss Bryden. For example, her father always drank a toast at dinner to the legendary old Battle of the Diamond, at which, on a crossroads in Loughgall, the young Protestant Peep o’ Day Boys fought the young Catholic Defenders in some year God smiled on. 1795 to be precise. Papist blood was spilled in buckets, so it was considered a grand opening round to Protestantism and the Protestant genius!

         How John Mitchel narrated the same event, though, was somewhat in contrast, and all the blood let at that crossroads brawl was Irish. Shivering a little in the Norwegian current that came by way of Scotland’s upper isle, he explained, ‘Irish linen had grown to be the finest in Britain, and under the camouflage of religion, Protestants fought Catholic weavers and linen workers in an industry that was being shrunk by Downing Street’s design. The Peep o’ Day Boys, and the Catholics who suffered at the Diamond crossroads, were equal victims of British policy. And right on cue, hating and maiming each other for the convenience of our rulers. And going to a lot of trouble too to show – by their very mayhem – that the Irish needed to be governed from Westminster.

         ‘The English rejoice every time the Irish fall on each other,’ he declared to her as he finally took his boots off, and went wading, long white ankles shining in the dusk in the sea near Warrenpoint – they had wandered as far as that, out on the open lough. Mitchel’s skinny ankles seemed part of a new version of man.

         In the 1798 uprising, John’s father, the Presbyterian minister, had fought with the United Irishmen against her loyal family and their Volunteers, and against the British Army. As a young man, he had given leadership and comfort to the United Irish Croppies, the Papist foot soldiers. The Reverend Mitchel of ’98 had sung, ‘… The mountain Glen I’ll seek at noon and at the morning early, And join the bold United men while soft wind shakes the barley!’

         Meanwhile, the Verners of ’98 sang, ‘In our green fields from end to end, although it seldom shows, In every field of Ulster soil, the Orange lily grows!’

         And the Verners were determined to keep it so.

         But as they walked the hillsides, Jenny and Mary were receiving John Mitchel’s vivid reimaginings of Ireland – not as a place of rancours and opposition, of blood curses and turned backs, but of reason. Jenny was utterly enchanted and captured.
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            Jenny: Elopement Play, and Marriage, 1836–37

         

         Jenny’s tremulous and aging father decided he would move to France for the sake of his health. Indeed, he had congestive lungs, and his heart palpitated. And the Normandy coast was considered the great geographic antidote. But having heard the news from Jenny, John Mitchel, now a young law student in Newry, knew that her loss was one he could not survive. In fighting for her, he was fighting for life itself.

         One day on a walk – with Miss Thompson, at Jenny’s sly request, dawdling behind – he said to her, ‘England is very close, my Jenny. I am countenancing that we go there and be married. That union of spirits! And so we could present our parents with the established fact.’

         She liked the prospect of such an established fact as that! It was an extreme and dramatic proposal, but she felt she was profoundly his companion, so plans were laid for the elopement. He would pretend to be off to Dublin, to clerk on a case at the famous Four Courts, but he would double back and wait for her in a carriage at the crossroads near Bridge Street, where the Dublin Road began.

         She would leave 52 Queen Street by the front door, and saunter away, not attending Miss Bryden’s School that day, it being her last year anyhow, but already a worldly woman with mysterious fish of her own to fry – as she liked to think of it. She would meet John at the bridge, and they would cut away in his cart together across to Carlingford Lough to meet the regular packet to Liverpool. So she would always live amongst ever-enlarging concepts, she believed, and in a world given meaning by what John Mitchel said and she agreed with. She packed for the adventure in the delight of it, pursuing without the help of the maid the secret and ecstatic diligence of stowing the clothes of her escape.

         They had quite a gallop to Warrenpoint, and were rowed out over choppy water by a boatman to the Liverpool ship. She thought in an ecstasy, even if you drown us today, Lord, I shall sing in gratitude for eternity. They weren’t drowned, in fact, but boarded the packet up the side stairs in the rehearsed identities of one Lieutenant Johnson and his young sister. Quite worn out at the scope of what they had done, Jenny fell asleep in their little cabin while John kept knightly watch from a chair. He had begun reading her some novel by Benjamin Disraeli, The Young Duke, a distracting moral tale about people far from her experience in Newry. As he intoned from the page, this tale of a young aristocrat – despite the drama of the day – unexpectedly put her in a drowse amidst all the fevers of her excitement. It was true that their sharing of a cabin, to those who did not understand their purity of intent, would bespeak moral peril and evoke a coming misjudgement by a mean-spirited world. But her reckless mood said that if this escapade were seen as implying and making certain their ultimate marriage, so much the better!

         Next morning, they landed in Liverpool at the new Albert Dock, secure in their virtue still. The masts of Liverpool – a world of them – seemed to offer choices to her widening soul. These were dimensions, she knew, made possible to her by the scale of her desire, and she might move into that world of licit frenzy in hours or – at most – days. She knew as well that she had only the most inaccurate information about how such activities would or should play out in reality.

         They landed with their modest baggage and ate breakfast in a little private room at a hotel near the new Custom House. And Mitchel told her that by overnight research, which had consisted of a frank discussion with a sympathetic ship’s officer, he had found out that Chester was a much better place for wedding licences than Liverpool. They would hire a carriage straight after breakfast to take them there.

         During the journey, they made a good show, had anyone seen them, of discussing The Young Duke, of all things, the pretensions of which held no relevance to them. But Disraeli was critical of the political enthusiasms and romantic life of aristocrats like Peel and Grey, and so was daring. It seemed, like everything she saw, to relate somehow to her hopes, which seemed larger than universes.

         That delightful freezing day as the coach wheels slipped and bucked on frozen ruts, and she sat half-reclined and encompassed in a cloak against John Mitchel’s shoulder absorbing the warmth of his blood, it took them an hour and a half to get to Chester. There, in a dim office in the town hall, they filled out the wedding forms, and found couples wanting to wed still had to wait a number of days – five. It was better than in other jurisdictions, but a near-intolerable delay just the same, given the weight of their affections. But they reconciled themselves to patience, and took a warm room in an inn near the cathedral and city wall.

         They were still waiting the next morning when Jenny’s mother and father arrived with constables from Liverpool. Lieutenant Johnson and his sister had been discovered. Jenny’s parents uttered plaints as expected: ‘What were you thinking of? Did you think it cute simply to vanish? You let John Mitchel abduct you. And you know that a lady of your background does not marry like a peasant, at sixteen!’

         In fact, she was two years over marriageable age, but there was no chance to say that. John broke in with a little speech about his sorrow for this irregularity, grieving that they were distressed – yet he knew they were meant, by all that was holy, for each other. That made no inroads on her parents’ frantic state. Jenny could see that they were driven by a sense of the havoc their own marital irregularity had had on their lives, and a fear too that somehow the pattern of their sins or omissions had driven her on this adventure.

         There was no denying her mother’s sincerity and terror on her behalf, nor the extent to which Jenny hated it, and wanted to cry, ‘I don’t need to live by your mistakes!’

         She was stopped only by the presence of the constables. But now they all fell into banal roles. She wept for John and reached for him, but from respect for her father he did not presume to reach back. John made another little speech about his sorrow for this irregularity, but assured her parents that nothing improper or damaging to her reputation had occurred. ‘Will the world believe that?’ cried her father. ‘You stupid young man!’

         Jenny found herself at one stage weeping in her mother’s arms like a penitent child, and felt both comfort and bitter disappointment with herself. She was aware this was the wrong place for her, that she was in a sense betraying John. Jenny did not want to be this maiden she was, a schoolgirl howling in her mother’s grasp. John Mitchel would probably write her off now, for reverting to apparent childhood like this, and that made her even more disconsolate.

         In any case, in short order, the still mysterious nuptial rites and the resultant freedom to be woman-to-man, a freedom she had intended to use vigorously and learn well, had been denied her. And for now, she was too busy arguing with her parents, and with these constables of the Liverpool police establishment, telling them she had been a willing partner to the elopement and that John was not an abductor. Because her father was demanding that John be arrested precisely for that – that was what the police were there for.

         It was futile to argue with her father – his fear, his need to make her safe in France or somewhere else. The constables took John away as he yelled that he would see her again. Then, when there were just her mother and father in the hotel room, she became fully their daughter, and as well as mourning her cruelly abridged career as a bride, she felt a faint but treacherous strain of gratitude the episode was closing. In that, she was sure now – as she would later confess guiltily to John – she had betrayed her best hopes in life. For it was not that she was cured of him. Although the arrival of parents had diminished her frenzy, it meant she was offered the chance to be a child once more and to put more months into her growing.

         ‘This cannot happen again, Jenny,’ her mother told her, and Jenny thought, ‘That is the first outright truth you have uttered.’ Elopement, successful or prevented, was a once-in-a-lifetime experience and either succeeded or failed. She could tell that by how extreme and dramatic an experience it had all been.

         As her father started fulminating about when he himself was young – that he had needed to be taught and to have the inappropriateness of his actions brought home to him – her mother gently told him he should stop for now. Her mother was less assertive suddenly, less certain, less loud, and more comforting.

         To her father Jenny was willing to be sullen. She told him that if John Mitchel were charged with abduction, she would never forgive him for it.

         From what her father said, she found out they had been betrayed by a jealous clerk in Neill’s law office in Newry, where John worked. Her father had warned the Reverend Mitchel, who had rushed out and tried to intercept his son before he could take her away, but was too late.

         After his arrest, John was conveyed back on that night’s boat to Ireland in steerage, under the care of two Liverpool police. It was the same ferry her parents and she travelled on. The journey home was drab and full of disillusion, but Jenny decided despite all disappointment to be dry-eyed, since her parents would take tears as guilt. During the stop in Dublin, she was confined in her cabin and did not see John escorted off in handcuffs to be taken to Kilmainham jail on the edge of the city, to await transportation to Armagh. But knowing he was gone, she was determined to be calm and tell her father she should be arrested too then, since she had come across the Irish Sea with John Mitchel by consent, not as a prisoner. She was desolated, though, and would have yearned for a short, deadly fever had she not advanced from her weeping and fragile mood to one of grim determination.

         By the time John was on bail and arraigned in Armagh, her father and mother were seeking out a modest rental cottage in Boulogne. Jenny had in the meantime been rushed away from Newry to a favourite aunt’s place in the hills of Loughgall. The magistrate who committed John Mitchel to trial, asserted finding that he was of sufficient age to know better than to run away to England with ‘a minor’ and a ‘gentle lady’ and ‘without the consent and permission of said minor’s parents’. He also made a remark that he could not overlook this case, since the young, influenced by reading vulgar novels, in which elopements were common and daring, too often considered it an exciting recourse, and there was a need to make examples. But then, after the severe lecture, he let John out on bail. He had been assailed by references from clergymen and country doctors and even notable landlords as to Mitchel’s character, references gathered together in particular by John’s formidable mother. These all asserted that Ulster would be shocked if John were to spend undue time imprisoned.

         Substantially relieved at being spared a longer term of incarceration, John’s thoughts turned immediately to the young woman he adored. An older schoolfriend of his, John Martin, who had trained as a surgeon but was now a farmer in Down, lived not more than a mile or two from Jenny’s aunt’s, and helped him find the address at which she was a recluse in the countryside.

         A young man, powerful in frame but hopeless and bewildered by love, appeared at the door, courtly and polite. He was told by the maid that Miss Jenny Verner was not there. Ah, he asked, but was she sometimes there?

         Jenny heard from upstairs everything he said to the maid. ‘Madame, I know you are merely being loyal in saying that, and following your mistress’s orders. But I happen to know infallibly that Miss Verner is under this roof, and I wonder could you be so kind as to fetch your mistress so that I might be able to commence matters from that known fact.’

         He sounded so respectful and so official she went and got Jenny’s aunt. When her aunt arrived, Jenny heard him tell her, ‘Madame, I am a worm in your estimation. I am the John Mitchel of whom you have heard. I would understand if you whipped me away from the door. But I beg you not to do that, since I am here only in the role of supplicant to ask you if I could, under proper conditions and supervision, glimpse Miss Jenny Verner whom I adore and cherish. I was involved in a poorly considered adventure with Miss Verner which ended sadly for her through my thoughtlessness. And being at this door, Madame, I must say, under the risk of my being sent hence, that I see the fine Verner features undiminished in your own face, and glowing – as in a however irrational reassurance that yes, indeed, you may consider my plea.’

         So he went on addressing her with his level and reverent respect, as he did everyone. Jenny’s aunt had imagined a black-souled rogue and not this polite, palavering boy who John the prophet was now, transmuted into John the parlour-room charmer.

         Accordingly, and to John’s exaltation, she allowed a brief chaperoned meeting in a parlour. Another day, binding John Mitchel on his honour, Jenny demanding to be put on her honour too, the aunt walked with the young pair and listened to all they said, and found it sufficiently tame so that next time, she let the two of them walk ahead. It was a poetic winter’s day, the air severe and biting, but sunlight playing games on the hillsides, dodging between hurtling clouds. The massed clear purple of the Mourne Mountains’ flanks and their snow-speckled summits hung above their path, then would become wrapped in vapour, and they were both given to loving such manifestations.

         Jenny’s fear that John Mitchel considered her childish had obviously not been realised. ‘I will ask your father,’ he told her, ‘and if he decides that on balance I can have your hand, there will be a marriage and the little business of elopement can be forgotten. And the trial will die – though that is not a motive for my searching you out. Your splendour is entirely my motive. I am not driven by fear of prison. I am driven by a desperation to join your life to mine.’

         Jenny had, since hidden in the hills, felt fevers and dreams even more intensely than before. She had been told by classmates that these were the kind of frenzies that Papist girls were required to confess to priests, even though they barely had the language to describe what had overcome them. Not for the first time, she was relieved to be a member of the Established Church of Ireland.

         
            ——

         

         Jenny discovered that when John had first been brought to Armagh by the police, his own father thought it a lesson that would cure him of his unruly ardours. The Reverend Dr Mitchel always believed John had too much passion, in an Italian rather than a Scottish-Irish and Presbyterian vein. His mother, though, and John himself told Jenny this, was angry at her husband’s idea that her boy needed to be taught a lesson in public court. His mother and his young sisters loved John as fiercely as child or brother could be loved. And it was true that, at the same time, Reverend Mitchel’s flock were more frightened of Mrs Mitchel than they were of him.

         But over such divisions ran the question, now renewed. ‘After an abduction, who will marry her?’ For now the matter was compounded. And the practical knowledge came to Jenny’s parents that if there were a trial in which her abduction was dramatised, she too would be its victim. For every man attracted by the trace of a romantic story, there would be three suitors repelled by it, especially the sort of men to whom marriage was a half-step up, a compact for which they need make no apologies.

         There was a problem in that Jenny’s uncle, Sir William, Tory member of the House of Commons for Armagh, disliked the whole business, and told his brother so. A woman, however shakily, bearing the Verner name going to be married in a non-subscribing Presbyterian Church! Sir William believed that, even though a lot of decent Loyalist people attended Reverend Dr John Mitchel’s church, and swore by its pastor’s intelligence and compassion, the Presbyterians were a suspect branch of Christianity.

         Sir William would have considered the Reverend Mitchel did not instruct his worshippers as to what to believe, but raised issues created by Scripture, and suggested possibilities. He was not a source of certainty, as were the parsons in the Church of Ireland, but a fellow pilgrim – and in his own humble mind, no more than half a step ahead of his congregation in his search for the meaning of the divine. As well as that, the unassuming but scholarly Dr Mitchel, like many middle-class Presbyterians, had in his remote youth been a United Irishman and transported weapons by wagon for the rebels of 1798. Any marriage Jenny underwent to a Mitchel, said her uncle, should at least be conducted in the Church of Ireland!

         So it was all at once settled. John had been to see Captain Verner, de jure and by intense affection Jenny’s father, and had impressed him with his chastened tone and sincerity and repentance. The business of who would marry Jenny, that cosmic question which had beset her family, need no longer be asked. She came home from her aunt’s, and she and her mother planned the wedding, an enterprise in which they flourished together. It was to take place at Drumcree in County Armagh, at the Church of Ireland’s Ascension Church, just over the county border from Down.

         And so John and Jenny, at the end of weeks of disturbed and unsettled desire, in icy February of 1837, took each other’s hands in a town known for its conflicts and contradictions, Orange and Catholic, pledging their love in a shire of hatreds. And in a church which was then being rebuilt, so that the marriage actually took place before the Reverend Babington in the porch, which satisfied her parents that it had been celebrated with the proper rites, even as John’s unjealous Reverend Mitchel stood by smiling. Only his mother frowned.
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            Early Marriage, Jenny and John Mitchel

         

         They lived in the early years of their marriage in the Drumalane townland of Newry in the house of the Mitchels. The Reverend Mitchel had visitors all day in his study, but John’s mother would collect him for his meals. It was from his mother, Mary Haslett, that John seemed to get his force of character. ‘Now, my good man,’ or ‘Now, my good woman,’ she would say to any dallying visitor, ‘Dr Mitchel must have regular meals to be fit to confront you and be of use, so you will now excuse himself for the duration of his luncheon!’

         If they wished to wait, she would send them to a little lobby until her husband was ready to resume his dialogue with them. Her opinion was that many who came to drink at the wells of the Reverend Dr Mitchel’s wisdom had too much time and could think of nothing better than wasting it in the shadow of an eminent thinker.

         The Mitchel women, mother and Matilda, Margaret, Henrietta and Mary Jane, were very lively girls, also with not quite enough to fill their time, who exercised their chief enthusiasm for the Mitchel men, and the little brother William. They saw their task as being to keep John and his father, both given to ardours and enthusiasms, tethered to the demands of the earth, and to cosset little William, who seemed a puzzled and puzzling little boy, always drawing diagrams of imaginary machines.

         Jenny’s instinct told her at once that Mrs Mitchel would be happiest if Jenny lost herself amongst the four daughters. The eldest, Matilda, was two years younger than John, and thought he was the cleverest man ever born and the most charming. His bouts of crippling asthma, which would alarm Jenny, made not a dent in his repute with his sisters.

         Once married, Jenny could have fitted into their community, if she chose – like five girls at school under an affectionate but unchallenged headmistress. But Jenny felt that if she did this, blended herself in, she might as well have stayed at Miss Bryden’s. For she had an honour they did not – she was Mrs Mitchel the younger. She was not their peer, she was the peer of the daunting and original Mrs Mitchel. And since John had done her the honour of marrying her, she had a duty to assert her status.

         One evening John had one of his alarming asthma attacks. He considered the condition a personal enemy, a household demon with a name. He had been suffering it since childhood, although he had surrendered most of his childhood imperfections, she had hoped, by marriage. It was under Mrs Mitchel’s authority that Friar’s Balsam was mixed with boiling water by the old housemaid Hannah to ease John’s breathing. But when Mrs Mitchel reached the kitchen to prepare it, she found Jenny already there, working with Hannah, the water nearly boiled, balsam standing by for mixing.

         ‘Oh, Jenny,’ said Mrs Mitchel, testing the limits of archness as she did with the visitors to Dr Mitchel, ‘I am pleased to see that you feel yourself confident enough in my kitchen.’

         ‘Thank you, mother,’ said Jenny, addressing her as Mrs Mitchel had invited her to do since the marriage. ‘I am preparing a respiration for my John.’

         ‘Well, I shall do that,’ she replied, stepping forward in a clearing-the-decks way, as if making Jenny irrelevant to the scene. But there was a bigger issue than the etiquette of kitchens.

         ‘No, mother,’ Jenny told her as pleasantly and emphatically as she could. ‘It is my duty to do this. I am his wife.’

         ‘As you wish,’ she sighed, and glanced at her daughters, beginning to take the reordering of the pantry as a tribute to the status of the young wife. Although accustomed to command, she was a good woman and Jenny found from that day she honoured her authority as that of John’s spouse.

         Balsam inhalations were the limited measure of remedies when it came to asthma, and Jenny was now the asthma mistress. The balsam was comforting but all too ineffectual. It was, however, the sole succour she could offer Johnny, and as well as that the two women understood each other.

         
            ——

         

         While John had his father’s probity, he also had his mother’s force of character. These two tributaries ran together: fire and honour; intensity and intelligence. Jenny could not imagine living a thousand times over and not on each iteration marrying John Mitchel.

         After a year passed and spring of 1838 came, Jenny was showing a child and they took their own cottage in Newry. A little boy was born and named John Charles; and John himself, suddenly John the elder, was admitted to the provincial board of solicitors. Neill the lawyer, of senior years in the practice when John had been a clerk, now depended on him to do a lot of drudge but well-paid work in courts from Belfast down to the Four Courts of Dublin. The routines of family absorbed them. Jenny conceived what proved to be a second boy.

         When they had two sons, rugged little fellows John C. and Jamie, John the elder went into practice with a man named Sam Fraser, a member of the congregation of the Reverend Mitchel. Fraser was a lively fellow, a sort of progressive Orangeman, willing to advance the status of Protestants but not at the expense of breaking Paddy skulls.

         A lot of John’s work had to do with broken Paddy skulls. After assaults or quarrels, Catholics sought the services of Fraser and Mitchel, because they were not ferocious haters of Papists.

         Jenny was fascinated by how lively were the Reverend Mitchel’s non-subscribing Presbyterians – the parties and debating nights, and dinners and the dancing. In all this she was an accomplice with John’s lively sister, Matilda. And the long arguments raged as ever about what is an Irishman, the most vexed question in the world if one were born in Ulster, with power on the Orange side which still left Protestants feeling besieged, and strangely homeless, and exposed to attack.

         John’s abiding friend remained John Martin. Jenny came to rely on his uncomplicated and immense loyalty and would come to need his friendship too. He was a reserved young man, lank-haired and old for his years. John had first met this careful and sober-minded boy at Dr Henderson’s Academy in Newry, and Martin was a surgeon now. He had never practised medicine, but preferred to live on an ancestral farm at Loughorne, just five miles away from the Mitchels.

         It was in some ways an unlikely friendship, given John Mitchel’s capacity for large gestures, and all the more piquant for that. And though they found plenty to argue about, from philosophy to political economy and the merits of Dickens and Carlyle – John being ardent for Carlyle and not so keen on Dickens – the story of their lives, Jenny and John Mitchel’s, would be bound up with the surgeon-farmer Martin. He was a bachelor, and the ambition to be a paterfamilias, a prophet of the hearth, did not seem to be written into his nature, as it was so plainly into her Johnny’s.

         In those years before John became a figure known to the public, he would show her his letters to friends like John Martin, or else read them himself with ironic inflections. For some reason he was grateful for her approbation, or wanted what he thought were the most pungent bits to be read back to him, and Jenny loved that he was so boyishly vain of his wit. Why he, a graduate of Trinity and a lawyer, should seek the approval of a schoolgirl, she did not know. But he would always be proud and vain about it.

         When one had children in quick succession in a young marriage, the woman’s attention was to the multiple demands of their young lives, and nature seemed to place the mother into a state of vacant brainless devotion. In the fifth year of marriage, when a girl named Henrietta was born, Jenny decided that nature transformed the woman from temptress to matriarch, and now time and energy had to be found for shared letters and the grace notes of serious prose.

         That being so, as much as John needed her applause in that time, Jenny felt pleased and elevated to give it. If she was sometimes tired and petulantly delayed reading the letters, that was a rare occurrence. She did not like petulance to start with, and did not forgive her tendency towards it very readily. She believed it was a small, unworthy force. She would sometimes simply set her three little beasts – serious Johnny, who had a tendency to police his younger brother Jamie and the non-walking infant Henrietta – on the maid, and consign them to the nursery so that she could read John’s essay-style letters and Carlyle’s Sartor Resartus, which Johnny the elder and John Martin both made much of. She believed that one fine book, well-studied, was itself a form of education.

         She would always remember the artful letter Johnny wrote to John Martin. Martin, with much time on his hands, had said he thought he might register the Martin family arms. Now there were Martens and Martinos everywhere on earth with abundant coats of arms, but he seemed to be seeking a special one for the Martins of Down, and John was willing to mock the solemnity of that process.

         ‘Are you preparing to register your arms at the Newry Sessions? Have you provided witnesses to satisfy the justices of your loyalty? Do you stand well with the police? And do you have any personal enemies amongst the magistrates? And what are your attitudes towards firm oats and dead pigs? Watch how you answer!’

         But for John Mitchel, even as a then private man, everything came back to the state of the Union between Ireland and the rest of Britain. In those days, Lord Devon, whose chief qualification seemed to be that he’d married a young woman from Limerick, was sent to Ireland to enquire into the way land was held there. As John wrote to Martin, his view was that Lord Devon should just write one word in his report, the adverb, ‘precariously’; as in, ‘the mass of Irish smallholders occupy their land precariously’.

         ‘But seriously, Mr Martin,’ the letter from Mitchel to Martin continued, ‘what do you think of Lord Devon’s commission? A commission into an enquiry into a speculation into an Irish poverty that of course must be the peasant’s fault if in fact it exists? It is the sort of thing government calls when the facts stare them in the face and embarrass them to put aside pressure for change, and to weaken and divide popular feeling; and then, then – ah, the statesmen are all liars and will go to hell! – then to put the people off with a sham of relief, with the minimum of justice and the maximum of statesmanship … But if I run on any longer, I might get intemperate in my language.

         ‘I can enlighten Lord Devon in a sentence. The land system in Ireland is a method of control, a badge of conquest, and a means of holding millions in subjection. I fear that that is not the end of the beast that Lord Devon will choose to inspect. He is all a hoax and a cod!’

         
            ——

         

         John did not always like the law, particularly of land tenure, as it was handed down by the court. But there was more protection for the tenant in Ulster than elsewhere, especially if a Catholic tenant was not involved – the jury was almost bound by Protestant solidarity to find against him. John was good at arranging settlements between landlords and farmers of middling or small size whose tenancy had been cancelled for non-payment of rent or other issues.

         In Ulster the tenant was entitled to be paid off for any improvements, barns or fences or stables, he had made to the land, as well as for the good repute he had built in the neighbourhood – what lawyers called ‘good will’.

         In Leinster, Munster or Connacht, the other ancient kingdoms of Ireland, millions existed on ancient leases named conacre – a small rented strip, perhaps a quarter of an acre – and rundale – the right to farm a strip of land on the common ground – and could be thrown off their land at will without legal recourse, even if the peasant could have afforded rent and improvements. The rent was on the onerous side, particularly for those poor tenants all over the country whose landlords were absent in London or France or northern Italy, and needed to soak the small farmer so they could continue themselves to live in upholstered idleness. Agents and middlemen ran things in Ireland for these self-exiled souls.

         Much of John’s clientele, though not all, were small Catholic landholders, and when they went to court he was prosecuting for them, or defending them, in front of Orange judges, and nearly invariably top to bottom Orange juries, despite the fact that Catholics were eligible now for juries. Given his popularity with lesser landholders generally, John was frequently in the saddle riding around Down and Armagh to quarter sessions and assizes.

         Fraser, his boss after Neill, had suggested they open the law office in Banbridge, the big town in the north-east of Down. Jenny and John and the children moved off to live in a pleasant little cottage, with some acres as well in which to grow oats and hay. From Newry to Banbridge was fourteen miles, but John C., the elder boy, was impressed enough on the way to ask was Banbridge at the end of the world. They all laughed, unconscious as yet of what huge mileages would come to govern all their lives.

         In Banbridge as earlier in Newry, John was such a good advocate for the small farmers, most of them Catholic, that the word got around that he was a secret Papist and no longer a son of Presbyterianism. How prosperous they would have ended had he stuck to the law! But when law is not even, it challenges the practitioner. Indeed, it challenged John Mitchel. It demanded commentary from him.

         
            ——

         

         Daniel O’Connell, the Liberator, was a demigod of the Mitchels. As Jenny described it in later years, he ‘worked and devoted all energy to bringing about the Emancipation of Catholics in 1829. Then, supported by the pennies of the peasantry, he aimed at the peaceful repeal of the Union between England and Ireland, and thus self-government for Ireland’.

         The Liberator was a sturdy bear of a man to begin with, and a landlord, a rare Catholic one, from Kerry, the other end of the country. It was interesting how, as ancestral Catholics, the O’Connells had been able to keep their land in Derrynane. They did it through Protestant trustees, who would have been rewarded for betraying them, but never did. Only if you were trusted by the local community could you get away with using English law to defeat the Penal Law.

         In 1828, he embarrassed the government by being elected to Parliament by Kerry smallholders, being unable to take his seat because he was a Catholic. After Emancipation, he was elected to a seat in Clare and became the first Papist to take a seat in the Commons since the Reformation! He led in the Commons a group of representatives named the Irish Party. Those who belonged to the party swore that they would not be corrupted by offers of places in the cabinet and by other British privileges, but campaign ruthlessly for Ireland’s interest and for the peaceful separation of Ireland, and the reintroduction of its own parliament.

         Since those belonging to that party had to give up many profitable pursuits to sit in Parliament in London, the Repeal Association – of which John and Jenny had become members in Newry – raised money to keep itself viable and to keep its members in Westminster. There were Repeal Wardens in every Catholic parish, who collected the pennies of farmers who believed in supporting Repeal and the Irish Party.

         John Mitchel was a member of a committee which had brought the Liberator up to Newry to address a public dinner. As at these sorts of subscription events, the men sat at table, observed by women on a balcony, and from her balcony Jenny saw O’Connell charm the locals with his big, eloquent, fervent features. In his speech he had a gift for impressing his deepest feeling in each listening supporter, as he mentioned those amongst the Whigs and the Radicals who supported the concept of self-rule for the Irish. He carried with him a convincing belief that the British could not resist the numbers he could peaceably gather, the very scale of those who supported him, or, above all, the weight of his reason.

         Through O’Connell, a Catholic middle class were now allowed to be full members of the bar and serve on juries, to attend schools and universities and even hold commissions in the Army. At a humbler level the Liberator’s reforms moved in the Commons permitted freedom of religion and let Catholics be fully educated.

         The reality of this Emancipation had not been quite as golden for Irish of the poorer farmer and labourer orders. But in the minds of the Orangemen it remained a calamitous mistake for the British government ever to have liberated the Papists from the laws that had kept them down – and a lot of the old boundaries still existed in practice.

         Yet there was something in their enthusiasm for the Liberator’s program which created doubts in the Mitchels. Jenny thought she saw even then in Daniel O’Connell, the shoneen, the up-jumped squire, of the kind he himself sometimes pilloried on the platform. He had that smooth complexion of a man who had a certain number of government posts to distribute amongst his followers, permitted to do so as long as he and they did not break the peace by open rebellion.

         And, indeed, the Liberator asserted he would never encourage them to break the peace. He believed that he would achieve a separate Irish parliament by mere moral force of politics. Such was his charm that none asked what sort of politics, applied on their own, would make Downing Street give up Ireland when they didn’t have to? The Irish thought the world could be defeated by rhetoric and song, even though no great power has ever yielded to such things. But if they ever were to yield, it would be to the charm and eloquence and pungency and influence of a man like this! The Liberator!

         
            ——

         

         Now, John Mitchel began to visit the headquarters of Repeal at the old Corn Exchange – Conciliation Hall as it was now called – whenever he was in Dublin on a case where he was instructing barristers. He spoke admiringly of a young woman named Jane Elgee he had met there. She was the sort of figure men called a ‘bluestocking’, as they did of women who had an interest in ideas and literature and reform. Jenny watched Miss Elgee, feeling a little envious of her for being a woman who could command her own time. Miss Elgee compounded all her other gifts by being able to speak German, and had translated an enormously popular novel about a courtesan who took revenge on the men who used her.

         A considerable deal of what John did at this time was to represent this and that Catholic middling farmer and argue he owned enough freehold to be able to vote. He sat through a session at Downpatrick where the judge cavilled and haggled over title deeds, and cross-examined and browbeat a string of Catholics who had, by their own talents, acquired and worked their freehold land, and deserved to be enrolled for elections. The fantastical processes of all this, the number of grounds the Crown could find to deny men the vote, made John’s brain itch. His idea of Themis, the blindfolded goddess of justice, now was that she plagued his mental balance as severely as the asthma daemon, and was a thoroughly sinister and cynical daughter of the gods.

         ‘You have never seen her as I have,’ he told his sister Matilda, John Martin and Jenny, ‘loading her dice, poisoning her sword, setting up her table of hunt-the-pea, at Newcastle and Downpatrick.’

         In the midst of court, he told Jenny once, he had a vision of the silent glens that lay beneath Slieve Donard and had a positive frenzy to be there – instead of at the courthouse – to the point he had to ask the court for a recess. He was clearly suffering a panic at the extent to which the man-contrived law departed from the laws of the wind, the rock, the rain and the sun. For the sun shone nowhere, he said, in the hearts of the hard men of the bench.

         Mitchel was by everyone’s account an excellent instructing solicitor and brought the high seriousness to the law that he brought to all human issues. But because the better-off Catholics came to him with grievances, he brought to the question of juries and jury-fixing the same intense and sometimes morbid attention he gave to Irish history. Not that all his clients were Catholics, and only the most severe Orangemen Protestants avoided him. Though there were a myriad of them.

         When he rode off to local courts in Dromara or Ballinahinch, he would sometimes have a pleasant surprise. If his client were a Catholic merchant dealing with a disputed bill, or a Catholic middling farmer in dispute over boundaries, he came up against juries which did have their occasional just men or their occasional Catholic member. Thus, John’s client might win in the courts of Down or Armagh or Belfast or Dublin. For some men could be Protestants, Orangemen and Freemasons, and be broad in perspective and pen to all reason – many of John’s friends were, and considered themselves true Irishmen too. Some Orangemen’s chief and reasonable concern was they did not choose to be ruled by the Catholic Church, as neither did John himself.

         There was a notable case when after an Orange march in Drumcree over in Armagh – Drumcree where John and Jenny had been married in the lobby of the new Church of Ireland – three young Orangemen, who had taken some liquor, called at a Catholic house and one of them threw a stone through the window. If it had ended there! An elderly woman came out, calling down a divine curse upon them in the old Gaelic tongue and smacking them with a broom. A son of the woman emerged from one of the sheds and saw them seize the broom from her, then witnessed one of them picking up a segment of log and throwing it at her, at which she fell to the ground.

         After a further exchange of curses, and the Catholic young man chasing them off with a peat shovel, it was found the old lady had died – possibly not from the blow itself but from some fit produced by it. John represented the woman’s son, in the case for wrongful death he brought against the assailants. Two of the young Orangemen were found guilty and were in this case sentenced to transportation to Australia for fourteen years. Such were the occasional victories of John Mitchel. Had it been Catholic boys who had in their recklessness killed a Protestant grandmother, they would have been hanged, but for the moment some justice was justice enough. After that, though, the undue nickname ‘Papist Mitchel’ was more generally used, he believed, than ever before.

         ‘But the point is …’ he argued, coming home one evening to a dutifully cleaned house, all trace of the day’s mayhem cleared away for his entry, and he not noticing anyway, ‘… the point is, Jenny, that if Catholics were allowed full justice and fair juries, that will weaken the hold of the Catholic Church on them.’

         ‘Because they would have more trust in the state?’ Jenny suggested, nimble as she could be.

         ‘Exactly,’ he told her, eyes glittering. ‘Exactly! The Orange Order could undermine the very thing they hate by mere democracy. They don’t see, our fellow Protestants … every denial of justice, every death like the old lady’s of Drumcree, binds those people closer to the Catholic Church. For they still can’t look to the state for justice!’

         ‘But Ulster was never a place for calm reason,’ she asserted, because it was true.

         ‘No. Reason is reserved for some hearths, or on some private walk on hilltops, or in private drinking sessions. But no-one seems to want to win by subtlety. Everyone wants to win by a ferocious blow to the head!’

         Jenny was willing to abandon all reason herself, though, when young Johnny C. caught typhoid in Banbridge. The doctors who visited him and inspected his rash of rose-coloured spots and saw his paroxysms of stomach pain and delirium gave her little hope he would survive. She was not a woman of ideas anymore, not calm as she tore out her pantry, looking for a food that may have caused it, dispensing with items on suspicion. The maid and Jenny boiled water in great quantities, and would not let the other children drink and bathe in water that they had not prepared. As far as Jenny was concerned, the arts and politics could die that week, and justice could languish eternally as long as little John C. went on breathing. She was prepared to sacrifice all the credit of being able to hold conversations with her husband for young John C.’s frightened eyes to be appeased.

         But he came through. He was so sturdy a little boy, although he thought he was not and begged pitiably for relief when the fever was at its height. And the games of humans, the hungers for affection, resumed when James, the second son, was soon enough asking, which one of us do you love more? For he could tell, and his mother could not say, that there was something about the oldest child, something novel and compelling, something lacking in the rote raising of second and third children.

         Her own father was in less than good health in Boulogne, despite the good the Normandy coast was meant to do him. But in fact John’s father died first, a man to the end ferocious for ideas but gentle in his dealings – John and his mother tending towards ferocity in both quarters, and not least in the duties they placed upon themselves. But all the duty Mrs Mitchel could muster, all the regulation of visitors, and the boilings in her own kitchen and all the rest, went for nothing when her husband fell down from apoplexy at the end of the winter of 1840, and died within a fortnight. The celebrated Reverend Dr Mitchel was – with a frightful suddenness – gone from the earth.

         John was in a pitiable state of loss and remorse when his father died. It wasn’t in his nature to be reconciled. ‘I’ve given my poor father more grief than all the sisters and young William combined,’ he told Jenny. John Martin in turn told Jenny that when Johnny took him into the parlour where the old man lay encoffined, he said, ‘I put more grey hairs on that fine head than anyone else on earth.’

         There was no casual affection in John Mitchel, and Jenny could not complain of that. But her husband became nearly a lunatic now from spasms of guilt. As parishioners lined up in the Drumalane hallway and even down the steps to make a last visit to the Rev Dr Mitchel, John himself, with stricken eyes, could barely restrain himself from telling all of them what a bad son he had been.

         One parishioner mentioned how brown the dead man’s hair still was. And John answered, ‘It’s a wonder, because I was bad enough a child to make him grey.’ He spoke a great deal to his sisters – Matilda and the others – about how he should have stuck to the banking and about how ridiculous he had been about a certain girl from Belfast. How he had sunk then into a self-regarding decline, when all along God knew, and his father sensed, that someone yet to be met was awaiting him.

         Jenny was concerned he might make a further spectacle of himself at the funeral and told him, ‘Now, Mr Mitchel, your father told us all he had a happy life, and do you think he was lying? Are you really accusing your father of being a liar in his saying, just the Sabbath before his death, how delighted he was with the life he had led?’

         Of course, John denied that his father would lie.

         ‘Then why do you wish to take the grief we all feel for him and make it an issue of what sort of son you are? You have two sons of your own. Your task now is to be a father.’

         Whenever he went to speak, no doubt to reiterate what a frightful child he had been, Jenny held her hand up. ‘No, Mr John Mitchel, whatever kind of child you were, your task is as a father now. Make sure you are a splendid father, for I don’t want you moaning in old age that you failed at that too!’

         He looked dismal as if he were about to fall into terminal mopes. But then he brightened, and set his shoulders to the new task, even offering to feed young recuperating John C. his custard and prunes.

         John himself was not reconciled to his father’s death, as much as swept on from it by events.
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