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Had the Honorable Thomas D'Arcy McGee lived in the middle of
the sixth century he would very probably have been a member, and
a very distinguished one too, of that all-powerful "Bardic Order,"
before whose awful anger, Mr. McGee informs us in his History of
Ireland, "Kings trembled and warriors succumbed in superstitious
dread." This influential order, we are elsewhere told, were "the
Editors, Professors, Registrars, and Record Keepers" of those
early days, the makers and masters of public opinion, whose number
in the Provinces of Meath and Ulster alone, in the reign of King
Hugh the Second, exceeded twelve hundred. Although the subject
of our sketch may neither be a prophet, nor the son of a prophet, it
is not improbable that, could we trace his genealogy aright, we
might discover that the trunk of his family tree is rooted and
grounded in poetic earth; for his intellectual life derives no slight
nourishment from the poet's heritage,—imagination and fancy.
Mr. McGee's ancestors hailed originally from Ulster. It is therefore
probable he descends through them from the imposing commonwealth
of bards to which we have referred, and that his scholar-like forefathers
must be looked for among the twelve hundred whom King
Hugh impeached, but who were upheld and defended by that illustrious
travel-stained saint, who, moved by a love of letters, and a
schoolman's sympathies, had to that end, expressly journeyed from
his sea-girt home at Icolumkill. On referring to one of the larger and
more perfect maps of Ireland, and looking closely along the northeastern
coast, we shall perceive situated sea-ward off the shore of
Antrim, in the province of Ulster, and within the ancient Barony
of Belfast, a small islet which bears the name of "Island Magee."
This little sea-washed speck contained, according to one of the
latest, if not the latest topographical survey, about seven thousand
acres of the finest land in the northern part of the kingdom. Moreover,
in 1837 it was peopled by no less than two thousand six
hundred and ten inhabitants. In the early times, the lordship of the
Island was vested in the great Ulster family of O'Neil, from whom
it passed in the sixteenth century to the Macdonalds of the Antrim
Glens, and in the seventeenth, by the fortune of arms, to the
Chichesters, Earls of Belfast and Marquises of Donegal. From
this small Island, for which the original tenants are said to have paid
the annual rental of "two goshawks and a pair of gloves,"
(which, by the way, may have been considered enough, since,
to an incredibly recent period, the Island was imagined by its
inhabitants to be a theatre of sorcery,)—their descendants were
almost exterminated, and wholly expelled by a force of covenanters
at the time when the memorable Munroe was commander of the
Parliamentary armies in Ireland. Three only of those who bore the
name of Magee were said to have escaped to the mainland, and
from one of those three, who we suspect must have appropriated
more than his share of the sorcery, the subject of our sketch
accounts himself to have directly descended.

Without dwelling further on the facts and incidents of his remote
ancestry, we may mention that the Honorable Thomas D'Arcy
McGee is the second son of the late Mr. James McGee, of Wexford,
and of Dorcas Morgan, his wife. He was born at Carlingford, in
the County of Louth, and we are enabled to add, on the 13th of
April, 1825. The name of "D'Arcy," by which Mr. McGee is
conventionally known, is, we have understood, derived from his godfather
Mr. Thomas D'Arcy, a gentlemen who resided in the neighborhood
of Carlingford, and, as we may infer, a personal friend of
the family. Of his parents Mr. McGee is accustomed to speak
with filial affection and becoming reverence, for he was early taught
to "honor his father and his mother." But for the memory of
the latter, whom he lost at a very early age, if we may publish in
this place the observations of his most cherished friends, he
entertains feelings of tender and enthusiastic admiration. Such
feelings appear to be almost divinely wrought, and, like threads of
gold, they beautify as well as strengthen the purest fibres of our
nature. On the mind of Mr. McGee they have exerted the gentle
influence of poetry as well as the holy one of love. Separate qualities,
such as duty and pride, obedience and devotion, when looked
at through the lens of his memory, cease to be distinct. All his
recollections of his mother, though differently colored, nevertheless
meet and blend harmoniously, like the soft hues of the rainbow, as
in the hush of evening they silently melt in a sea of light.

No doubt there were strong intellectual affinities between the
mother and her son; and this sympathetic attraction created an
indelible impression on the heart of the latter. The intellectual
charts of the two minds were, we are inclined to think, marked with
not dissimilar lines; bold and deeply drawn in the case of the son,
they were sketchily traced and delicately shaded in the instance
of the mother. The subtle charm of divine poesy seems to have
pervaded both; and this spell of fancy and feeling, of imagination
and truth, may, in some sort, account for the magnetic
attractions which governed the intercourse of the parent and child.

To talk about his mother is, as we have had occasion to observe, a
source of unalloyed happiness to her son. As in a holiday in his
boyhood, the acids of controversy and the sharp edges of strife give
place to expressions tipped with sunshine, when his lips can be
beguiled into speaking of what his heart never ceases to feel.


"My mother! at that holy name

Within my bosom there's a gush

Of feeling, which no time can tame,

A feeling which for years of fame

I would not, could not crush!"



According to his recollection of her, the subject of our sketch always
alludes to his mother as a person of genius and acquirements, rare
in her own or in any other class. She was endowed, as Mr. McGee
is accustomed to say, with a fertile imagination as well as a cultivated
mind. Nature had given her a sweet voice and an exquisite
ear, and the latter prescribed exact laws to the former when, bird-like,
the owner thought fit to attune that voice to song. She was
fond of music, as well as of its twin sister, poetry. A diligent
reader of the best books, she was also an intelligent lover of
the best ballads. She liked especially those of Scotland. The
poetry of common life was in her case no mere figure of speech.
Through all the changes of daily duty there ran a vein of fancy,
which enabled her to brighten the real with the pleasant phantasies
of the ideal, and support the dark cares of the mind on the white
wings of the imagination.


"Oh whar hae you been a' the day

My boy Tammie!"



were the words with which she usually greeted and welcomed her
favorite child. In common with her contemporaries, the mothers
of her day, we suspect she had a special liking for Home's tragedy
of Douglas; and we may perhaps more easily imagine than describe
her sense of pride as she listened to "Tammie's" earliest lesson in
elocution. It is not difficult to see the curly-headed urchin standing
on a table, and in melo-dramatic guise, with precocious effrontery
informing his mother, who knew better, and his mother's friends who
did not believe him, that


"My name is Norval."


His mother, as we have said, was early removed from him by death.
We will not speak of, since we cannot describe, grief. We may,
however, conjecture, since their natures and intellectual tastes were
identical, that her death was like a severance of himself from himself.

The great tears, however, which no doubt fell upon her grave, were
neither idle nor unavailing tears, for they became as it were so many
cameras through which were reflected the duties, the incidents, and
the obligations of his future life. Thus at the age of seventeen we
find D'Arcy McGee had passed the shallows where timid youths
bathe and shiver, and had boldly struck out into the deep sea of
duty. We have no data which will enable us to bridge the time
between his mother's death and his arrival on this continent: but it
is not difficult to suppose that it was filled up in the manner usual
to youth, with the difference only of a greater amount of application
and a higher range of study. On arriving at Boston, he became
almost immediately connected with the press of that city. Kind
fortune seemed to befriend him; for his lot appeared to be cast in,
what was at that time, as perhaps it still is, the intellectual capital
of the United States—the forcing-house of its fanaticism, and the
favored seats of its scholarship. Thus it was that D'Arcy McGee, the
youth hungry and thirsty for knowledge and fame, found himself a
resident of the New England States capital, with access to the best
public libraries on this side of the Atlantic, and within reach of the
best public lecturers on literary and scientific subjects. For at that
day Emerson, Giles, (the county and countryman of the subject of
our sketch,) Whipple, Chapin, and Brownson, lived in that city or in
its vicinity. It was moreover the residence of Channing, Bancroft,
Eastburn, Prescott, Ticknor, Longfellow, Lowell, Holmes, and
others, whose influence should have purified the moral atmosphere,
and have made Boston to others, what we suppose it must have been
to them, an appreciative and congenial home. It is not difficult to
imagine, from what we know and can observe of his mature manhood,
that D'Arcy McGee, the impulsive Irish lad, overflowing with exuberant
good nature and untiring industry, with his full heart and
active brain, soon found his way into meetings where learned men
delivered lectures, or among the booksellers, whose shops such
celebrities frequented. Neither is it a matter for surprise that
he early attracted the notice of several of their number. Opportunities
of speaking publicly are by no means uncommon in the
United States, and we should imagine that Boston contained a
great many nurseries, under different names, where the alphabet of
the art could be acquired. Whether the scholar progresses beyond
his letters depends very much on the furnishing of his mind. The
nerve and knack may be got by practice, but the prime condition,—having
something to say,—must spring from exact thought, and
severe study. We have every reason to believe that the subject
of our sketch, even in his early youth, observed that condition; but
we have no means of knowing where or in what way he acquired
the fluent habit of graceful and polished oratory. For since he was
enthroned on his mother's tea-table, and declared to listening friends
that his name was "Norval," we have been unable to discover any
intermediate audience between his select one at Carlingford, and his
scientific one at Boston. Strange as it may seem, it is we believe,
no less true than strange, that during his sojourn at Boston, between
the years 1842 and 1845, when between the ages of seventeen and
twenty, he had actually made his mark as a public speaker. Nor
was it, we believe, denied that the audacious youth, though contemptuously
styled "Greenhorn," and "Paddy-boy," very fairly
held his own with men who never were "green" and who had long
ceased to be "boys." It may be observed in passing that the
"Know-nothing" party, which has since then acquired consistency
and influence, was, in its incipient shape, discernible at that day
under the name of the Anti-foreign party, a party which Mr.
McGee could not do otherwise than criticise with severity and
oppose with vehemence.

At the period we refer to, the "Lyceum System" as it has been
termed, spread itself over the New England States. People desired
to receive knowledge distilled through the brains of their neighbors.
Lecturers were at a premium; and youth forestalled time by
discoursing of wisdom, irrespective of experience. Thus it was
that Mr. McGee, with a boy's down on his chin, and with whiskers
in embryo, itinerated among our neighbors, and gave them the
advantage of listening to a youthful lecturer, discoursing, we must
be permitted to think, on aged subjects. What those subjects may
have been we cannot conjecture; but we have little doubt that the
reminiscences of Mr. McGee's lecturing life in those days are full
of amusing as well as of instructive incident; for the period is, we
think, coeval with a transition phase not only of the Irish, but of
the American, mind.
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