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Early Life, Marriage and London


Theobald Wolfe Tone was born on 20 June 1763 at 44 Stafford Street (now Wolfe Tone Street), Dublin.


George III of Great Britain and Ireland had begun his sixty-year reign three years earlier. Before Tone died by his own hand in the Provost’s Prison in Dublin on 19 November 1798, the American colonies had revolted; Thomas Paine had published his radical Rights of Man, of which 200,000 copies were sold; Revolutionary France had guillotined her ‘moral’ monarch, Louis XVI, and his queen, Marie Antoinette; ‘Grattan’s Parliament’, so-called, had begun its brief life; and Tone himself had twice sailed to the Irish shore through wintry gales with French expeditions, in high hopes of ‘breaking the connection with England’.


Tone’s background and education in no way foreshadowed his romantic and tragic life. His father, Peter Tone, was a coachmaker and the son of a prosperous freehold tenant on the estate of the Wolfes of Blackhall, near Clane, in Co. Kildare. He called his first-born after the young squire, Theobald Wolfe. There was a double connection with the family, for Peter’s wife, Margaret, lived in the Wolfe mansion before her marriage, as a companion to Mrs Wolfe.


Margaret was the daughter of a sea captain in the East India trade, called Lamport, who came from Drogheda. Neither Peter nor Margaret Tone appear to have been in any way remarkable, but every one of their five children who survived childhood had, as Theobald put it, ‘a wild spirit of adventure’. William, the second child, born in 1764, saw service with the East India Company on the island of St Helena and later in India, and was killed in the Mahratta War of 1802. Matthew came next in 1771, and after seeking his fortune in America and the West Indies, joined the French army and landed at Killala with Humbert in August 1798. He was captured, court-martialled and hanged. The only daughter, Mary, born in 1774, was as spirited as her brothers, and accompanied Theobald on his exile to America in 1795. On the return passage, she and a fellow-passenger, a young Swiss merchant named Giauque, fell in love. They were married in Hamburg. She too, died young, in the French colony of San Domingo, whether in an epidemic or a massacre is not certain. The youngest, Arthur, born in 1782, sailed for the East Indies at the age of eighteen as an officer in the Dutch navy and was never heard of again.


At eight or nine years, Theobald was sent to a good preparatory school where he showed such exceptional talent that the master, Sisson Darling, recommended to his father that he should be sent to a secondary or classical school and prepared for Trinity College, with the prospect of there winning a fellowship. Accordingly, he was entered at the school of a clergyman named Craig, in Stafford Street, near to his home. When he was about fifteen, his father failed in business and went back to live on some land he had inherited near Bodenstown in Co. Kildare, leaving young Theobald in lodgings with friends.


Craig was clearly no disciplinarian, for Theobald pleased himself as to when he attended lessons, and with other idle boys, spent half the day on country walks or bathing in the sea, or, their favourite past-time, watching military parades in the Phoenix Park. At that early age he was seized, he said, with ‘an untamable desire to become a soldier’. The prospect of entering the university filled him with horror and disgust and in his own words, ‘I thought that an ensign in a marching regiment was the happiest creature living. Besides, being approaching seventeen years of age, woman began to appear lovely in my eyes and I very wisely thought that a red coat and cockade with a pair of gold epaulettes would aid me considerably in my approaches to the objects of my adoration.’ Craig became alarmed lest he should be blamed for Tone’s probable failure at the entrance examination to Trinity, and belatedly told Peter Tone of his son’s idleness. Tone senior would not hear of any change of plan and with a bad grace Theobald set to serious study. His quick mind made up for his previous neglect and he entered Trinity College in February 1781, some months before reaching eighteen.


Tone grew to manhood as his native city increased in size and wealth. Eighteenth-century Dublin could boast of public buildings as impressive as visiting notables had seen elsewhere in Europe. The Irish Parliament House in College Green, with its magnificent south colonnade, the facade of Trinity College, and the Royal Exchange were succeeded in 1791 by Gandon’s Custom House, one of the noblest buildings in Europe. The Wide Streets Commissioners had laid out fine thoroughfares leading to Carlisle (now O’Connell) Bridge and the Phoenix Park offered citizens, rich and poor, ample facilities for recreation.


Poor there were in plenty. Behind the splendid wide streets and gracious buildings lay a warren of narrow, dirty and ill-lit lanes, inhabited in conditions of horrifying insanitariness by the labouring poor, and by small tradesmen and beggars.


Irish society was sharply divided on religious grounds. After the defeat of James II by England’s Protestant champion, William of Orange, at the battle of the Boyne in 1690, followed by ‘Aughrim’s great disaster’ in 1691, the victors proceeded to make sure that the vanquished would not rise again. Land confiscations reduced the Catholic share of the land, brought down to 22 per cent by previous plantations, to 15 per cent. By Tone’s time, it had fallen to 7 per cent. A body of legislation severely discriminating against Catholics was passed in the decades following the defeat of James. Under these Penal Laws, as they came to be known, Catholics could not join the army or navy, vote or be elected to parliament or hold any office of State. Catholics were forbidden to have schools of their own. The great majority had no education open to them save that of the hedge school. A Catholic could not buy land, obtain a mortgage on it, rent it out at a reasonable sum or inherit it save by division among the sons of the family. The Protestant historian, Lecky, wrote that ‘the most worthless Protestant, if he had nothing else to boast of, at least found it pleasing that he was a member of a dominant race’.1


As a young Protestant barrister, Theobald Wolfe Tone came to play no small part in efforts to ameliorate the condition of the Catholics.


The college he entered in 1781, founded by Queen Elizabeth I under the style and title of ‘The College of the Holy and Undivided Trinity, near Dublin’ was incorporated on 3 March 1591, as ‘the mother of an University’.2 Socially, intellectually and politically, as the sole institution of higher education in the country, it was a nursery for the leaders in the professions, in government and in politics. The exclusion of Catholics, in force until 1793, meant that it catered only for an elite; the excluded majority, however talented or industrious, could aspire to no higher rank than that of merchant, farmer or prosperous tradesman. Most of the Irish aristocracy sent their sons to Trinity; a small minority preferred Oxford or Cambridge.


Tone’s contemporaries and friends at Trinity included Charles Kendal Bushe, later Lord Chief Justice, the future Archbishop Magee and William Plunket, a future Lord Chancellor of Ireland.


Tone’s career at Trinity was disappointing, although he won a scholarship in 1784. Military glory tempted him again before he was a year in Trinity and he urged his father to equip him as a volunteer so that he could join the British army to fight against the rebel colonists in America. His father refused and in a rage he abandoned his studies for a year and read only military books. As a result, he did not graduate until February 1786.


Towards the end of his second year, he narrowly escaped expulsion for taking part in a duel as second to an undergraduate named Anderson, who was shot in the head and killed by his opponent. Duelling was so fashionable at the time that it was said that no gentleman had taken his proper station in life until he had ‘smelt powder’. No doubt, in these circumstances the authorities balked at expelling Tone, although he says himself that this adventure nearly drove him out of college a second time and forever.


Tone made his mark in University life outside the Examination Hall. In the Historical Society, founded by Edmund Burke, he won two medals for oratory, a further medal for an historical essay and was elected Auditor in his final year.


Contemporary descriptions of his appearance as a young man were unflattering. Jonah Barrington said ‘his person was unfavourable; his countenance thin and sallow’.3 A sister-in-law of Bushe’s described him as ‘a very slender, angular, rapid-moving man . . . eyes small, lively, bright; forehead very low, a thin face, sallow and pockmarked . . . laughed and talked fast with enthusiasm about music and other innocent things.’4 Despite the drawback of his appearance, his infectious gaiety (a quality which he retained through many dark hours) and animated conversation, which sprung from his sparkling intelligence and vitality, made an irresistible combination; men as well as women were captivated by him. He had the indefinable attribute of charm and gained and kept the warm affection of some of the finest men of his age.


The theatre flourished in Dublin in those years and it was inevitable that a young man of Tone’s lively nature should be attracted to amateur drama. This led him into an infatuation with the wife of Richard Martin (later called ‘Humanity Martin’ by his friend, George IV), Member of Parliament, owner of 200,000 acres in Connemara and so interested in drama that he had installed a private theatre for amateur performances in his house in Kildare Street. Tone and he became very friendly and Tone, while still an undergraduate, went to live with the family, the house being only a few minutes walk from Trinity. He also spent some months in their Galway house. Mrs Martin was beautiful, talented, wayward and an ardent amateur actress. Propinquity, and Tone’s susceptibility to attractive women, had the natural result. He fell violently in love with her and ‘she made me miserable for two years. She supposed she might amuse herself innocently in observing the progress of this terrible passion in an interesting young man of twenty.’5 Tone says that at length she fell in love with him too, but that the affair never overstepped the bounds of virtue, such was the purity of the extravagant affection he bore her.


The affair was ended when Tone had a sharp disagreement with Martin on a matter having no connection whatever with Mrs Martin; the friendship ended abruptly and he never saw her again.


Five and a half years later, in June 1790, Mrs Martin was seduced in Paris by a John Petrie, from Essex. Her husband had been obliged, two months before, to break off from a continental tour with his family in order to attend to pressing estate business in London and then to fight an election in Ireland. A year later, he was awarded £10,000 damages in an action against Petrie for criminal conversation.6 He subsequently divorced his wife.


Recalling all this as he sat writing his Journal in Paris in August 1796, Tone observed, ‘It opened my eyes to many little circumstances that passed between her and me, and perhaps (as I now think), had my passion for her been less pure, it might have been not less agreeable . . . my ignorance of the world prevented my availing myself of opportunities which a man more trained than I would not have let slip.’ But he did not regret that he failed to betray the hospitality of his friend, ‘Humanity Dick’. Philosophically, he consoled himself that though he suffered severely from the passion, he also benefited from it. ‘The desire to render myself agreeable to a woman of elegant manners and a mind highly cultivated induced me to attend to a thousand little things and to endeavour to polish myself in a certain degree . . . I considered myself on the whole considerably improved.’ He adds disarmingly, ‘As no human passion is proof against time and absence, in a few months I recovered my tranquillity.’7


He had the great gift of a resilient temperament; no man needed it more in later years. Within six months of being heartbroken at losing Mrs Martin, he had met, fallen in love with, run off with and married a girl of fifteen. He was just twenty-two and still an undergraduate with very uncertain prospects.


The girl, Matilda Witherington, lived in Grafton Street with her maternal grandfather, a rich old clergyman named Richard Fanning. On his daily stroll after Commons with his friends from the college, Tone saw her sitting at her window and his affections were soon engaged. He contrived an introduction to the family and soon found that his feelings were returned, although as he engagingly records, ‘certainly my appearance, neither then nor now, was much in my favour’. A runaway marriage followed in July 1785. After a honeymoon of a few days in Maynooth, the young couple returned to Dublin and were forgiven all round.


Marriage meant that he was no longer eligible for a fellowship, and it was decided that he should adopt the Bar as a career. To become a barrister in Dublin it was then necessary to spend two years in London keeping law terms. Nowhere in his autobiography does he say how his father, never prosperous and often hard-pressed, managed to give him an education much more expensive than that received by his brothers. It is not improbable that help came from Theobald Wolfe, the young squire of Blackhall after whom he was named. An obituary notice in Faulkner’s Journal in 1798 states that Richard Griffith, a wealthy Member of Parliament, helped to finance his reading for the Bar. Any expectations that his wife’s family would help was ended when Tone quarrelled with his brother-in-law whom he heartily disliked. There was an open breach with the Witheringtons and Tone and his wife went to live with his father at Bodenstown, Co. Kildare. His first child, a girl named Maria, was born there in 1786.


From Bodenstown, Tone set out for London and entered the Middle Temple in January 1787. It would be difficult to give an account of his two years there without using adjectives like ‘irresponsible’, ‘improvident’, ‘giddy’ and ‘selfish’. He sets it all down very frankly himself. ‘After the first month I never opened a book, nor was I ever three times in Westminster Hall in my life . . . At the age of four and twenty, with a tolerable figure and address, in an idle and luxurious capital, it will not be supposed I was without adventures with the fair sex . . . I formed several delightful connections and as I was extremely discreet, I have the satisfaction to think that not one of those to whom I had the good fortune to render myself agreeable, ever suffered the slightest blemish in her reputation on my account.’ He had three particular friends, all wealthy; two of whom, John Hall and Benjamin Phipps, had been his contemporaries at Trinity. The third, George Knox, helped to save Tone’s life seven years later. Tone had chambers in the Temple, and despite his uncertain circumstances, ‘contrived always to preserve the appearance of a gentleman.’ His friends kept well-appointed establishments, with good wine and good books, and no doubt they heard the chimes at midnight many times together.


Early in 1788, Tone was joined in his chambers by his brother, William, only a year his junior, who had spent the previous six years in garrison duty on the island of St Helena. His enlistment term with the East India Company was now expired. He was the best of companions, and soon he and Phipps were inseparable. The friends made many agreeable expeditions, sometimes to a review, sometimes to see a ship of war launched, or to visit the Indiamen at Deptford. As far as the brothers were concerned, Tone observed, ‘We were often without a guinea, but that never affected our spirits for a moment.’


He makes no reference to the theatre, although he certainly visited Drury Lane and saw the great Sarah Siddons, then at the height of her powers. In his Paris Journal of April 1796, he says that she far excelled the French actresses. He found French ballet and French comedians superior to English. Neither does he mention English politics, although later in his autobiography he records that he had seen the English parliament. However, his account of those years in London was written eight years later, after he had gone through many vicissitudes, and characteristically he dwells principally on the companionship and happiness he enjoyed at the time as a relatively carefree young man in a foreign city.


He exerted himself sufficiently to write several articles and reviews for the European Magazine, which earned him fifty pounds, and collaborated with two friends in a burlesque novel, Belmont Castle, which did not find a publisher until 1790, when Byrne of Grafton Street, Dublin, printed it.


As he disliked the law intensely, it was natural that his fertile mind should turn to some other scheme for winning fame and fortune. With his brother and Phipps, he prepared a plan for establishing a military colony on the Sandwich (now the Hawaiian) Islands, discovered by Captain Cook some ten years previously. They spent the early summer of 1788 perfecting their plan and then in August, Tone prepared a memorial for submission to the Prime Minister, Pitt, showing how the colony could harass Spanish traders and have other advantages for England. He delivered it in person at Downing Street, but Pitt, if indeed he ever read it, treated it with complete indifference, to Tone’s fury.


Another blow followed. He received a letter from his father to the effect that he was on the verge of bankruptcy. Tone’s own affairs, he said, were extremely embarassed at the time. In a state of desperation and rage, he determined to enlist as a soldier in the India Company and quit Europe for ever. His brother pleaded with him, but seeing that his mind was made up, William said that he, too, would enlist. On presenting themselves at the India Office, they were told that the season was passed and that no more ships would be sent out until the following March. Tone’s account of the episode ends, ‘Had it been the month of March instead of September we should most infallibly have gone off; and, in that case, I should most probably at this hour be carrying a brown musket on the coast of Coromandel’. As to his wife and child, he was leaving them to the mercy of her family, who, might, he hoped, be kinder to her when he was removed.


Towards the end of 1788, he had kept the required terms at the Temple by dining three days in each term in the common hall, and he addressed himself to the necessity of earning a living. Through a friend, he opened communication with his wife’s grandfather, Mr Fanning, who obligingly agreed to supply £500 to enable him to begin practice at the Irish Bar. So, with his brother, he left London and they arrived at his father’s house at Bodenstown on Christmas Day, 1788. He found the family in good health, except for his wife, who, he says, had grown delicate, principally from the anxiety about the uncertainty of her position. A few days later he went to Dublin with his wife and child and was reconciled with the Witheringtons. Mr Fanning was as good as his word and paid the £500 at once. Tone took lodgings in Clarendon Street, spent £100 on law books, and determined to apply himself to his profession, although he said that when he was leaving London he knew exactly as much about law as he did of necromancy. He took the degree of Bachelor of Laws in February 1789, was called to the Bar in the following Trinity term and went on the Leinster Circuit.
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Dublin, the Irish Bar and the United Irishmen


On his first circuit, Tone succeeded in nearly clearing his expenses. His dislike of the law continued, however, and he was unable to apply himself to it with any diligence. That year, his father lost a Chancery suit against his brother, Jonathan. He was obliged to sell his remaining property, and was saved from complete destitution only by the fortunate chance of obtaining a post as Inspector of Globes under the Dublin Paving Board at £50 a year. Tone’s own dwindling funds were further depleted in unsuccessful efforts to avert the ruin of his father.


Several of Tone’s friends had advanced their prospects by pamphleteering, a popular method at the time. He decided to try his hand and in a few days composed his first pamphlet, A Review of the Conduct of Administration during the Seventh Session of Parliament, signing himself ‘An Independent Irish Whig’. A slashing attack on the government, it naturally pleased the Whig opposition. The Northern Whig Club reprinted it in April 1790, and circulated it as election propaganda. When they discovered that Tone was the author, they elected him a member of their club and he was introduced to George Ponsonby, nominal leader of the opposition (the real leader was Henry Grattan). Furthermore, he received a strong hint that the Whigs would not always be out of power and that he would not be forgotten when they had seats in parliament to bestow on their supporters. As a practical earnest of benefits to come, he was retained as Whig counsel in an election petition at a fee of eighty guineas, a very welcome addition to his funds as his wife’s fortune was then nearly exhausted.


This modest success seemed to indicate the opening of a political career, but Ponsonby showed no great desire to advance Tone in Whig circles. But for the first time, it seems, Tone’s interest had been awakened in the history of his country. To his friend, Sir Lawrence Parsons, afterwards Lord Rosse, an independent Member of Parliament, he gave the credit for opening his mind to Ireland’s lack of real independence, and for laying the blame for that situation on the connection with England.


The so-called legislative independence won by Grattan and the Volunteers for the Irish parliament in 1782 was illusory. Of the 300 seats in the Irish House of Commons, 172 were the property of fewer than one hundred individuals. One-third of the entire House were pensioners or place-men of the Crown. Crown patronage ensured an almost automatic majority in the House. The government was not answerable to the Irish parliament, as its members were appointed by, and accountable to, the English ministry of the day. It was entirely a Protestant parliament; Catholics could neither sit in it, nor vote for it. In a word, it was corrupt, non-representative and sectarian, a creature of its English masters.


Tone’s second pamphlet reflected the development of his political thinking. England and Spain seemed on the verge of war. Grattan and his supporters in parliament, while agitating for independence in domestic affairs, had always accepted that Ireland should support England’s foreign policy. Tone challenged this view, claiming that Ireland’s interest should be the sole criterion in determining her attitude, and questioning why Ireland should go to war with Spain with whom she had no quarrel. He did not call into question the position of the King as King of Ireland. His pamphlet, signed ‘Hibernicus’ and entitled An Enquiry how far Ireland is bound, of right, to embark in the impending contest on the side of Great Britain, aroused the rage of the establishment, and the printer, Byrne, hastily suppressed it. The general election of May 1790 brought no change in government. When parliament met in July, it unanimously pledged support to the King, and voted £200,000 to put Ireland in a state of defence. However, war was averted later in the year by Pitt’s diplomacy.


About this time, in the Strangers’ Gallery in the House of Commons, Tone made the acquaintance of Thomas Russell, a young officer of twenty-three, home on half-pay from India, and they quickly became, and remained, fast friends. Tone’s uncertain prospects were further dimmed by a quarrel with his wife’s family, fomented, according to him, by his wife’s brother, with the aim of ensuring that Mrs Tone received no further share of her grandfather’s fortune. Old Mr Fanning died shortly afterwards, without mentioning her in his will. Matilda had had a second child and was expecting a third. Her health continued delicate and her physician ordered salt water bathing. Tone rented ‘a little box of a house, at Irishtown’, where they spent the long vacation of 1790. In his Journal, Tone gives a delightful account of their idyllic summer. ‘I recall with transport the happy days we spent together during that period; the delicious dinners in the preparation of which my wife, Russell and myself were all engaged; the afternoon walks; the discussions we had as we lay stretched on the grass. It was delightful!’


A war with Spain still seemed imminent and Tone bethought himself of his scheme to colonise the Sandwich Islands. He mentioned it to Russell and as they had nothing better to do, they prepared a new draft which they dispatched to the Duke of Richmond, Master of the Ordnance. He gave them a civil reply, praising ‘the perspicuous and compendious manner’ in which they stated their proposal, but referring them to Grenville, Secretary of State for the Home Office, under which the War Office then came. The Home Office duly replied, in effect stating that they had more important business on hand.


Meanwhile, Russell had been promoted ensign on full pay in the 64th regiment of foot. After a farewell dinner at Irishtown, which he helped to prepare dressed in a very fine suit of laced regimentals, he left to take up duty in Belfast where his regiment was then stationed. There he became friendly with an American, Thomas Digges, an adventurer whose acquaintance with Tone and himself had disastrous consequences for both young men.
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