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            for my husband

            Niall Carney (1968–2025)

            … for the growing good of the world is partly dependent on unhistoric acts; and that things are not so ill with you and me, as they might have been, is half owing to the number who lived faithfully a hidden life, and rest in unvisited tombs.

            George Eliot, Middlemarch (1871)

         

      

   


   
      5
         
6
            Table of Contents

         

         
            
               
	Title Page

                  	Dedication

                  	Acknowledgments 

                  	Author’s Note 

                  	1 Matilda Tone

                  	2 Mary O’Connell

                  	3 Constance Wilde

                  	4 Charlotte Shaw

                  	5 Emily Shackleton

                  	6 Annette Carson

                  	7 Sinéad de Valera

                  	8 Margaret Clarke

                  	9 Georgie ‘George’ Yeats

                  	10 Beatrice Behan

                  	Further Reading 

                  	Index 

                  	Picture Credits 

                  	About the Author 

                  	Other Books 

                  	Copyright 

               



         

      

   


   
      
         7

         
            [image: ]

         

      

   


   
      
         
8
            Acknowledgments

         

         I was in the middle of my Annette Carson chapter when my husband was diagnosed with terminal cancer. I want to thank my friend, writer and biographer Eleanor Fitzsimons, for her tremendous help with researching Annette, and, also, for reading my Constance Wilde chapter. Eleanor wrote about Constance in her bestselling Wilde’s Women: How Oscar Wilde was Shaped by the Women He Knew. Eleanor’s passion for research was infectious and helped reignite mine after Niall died.

         I also have to thank Rottingdean historians Mike Mole and Mike Laslett who provided me with pertinent information and images in relation to Annette Carson.

         Thanks to Michael Smith who kindly read my chapter on Emily Shackleton. I recommend his books on Irish polar explorers, Ernest Shackleton, Francis Crozier and Tom Crean.

         Thanks to writer and editor Rachel Pierce for being my first reader and for sending me that wonderful Middlemarch quote which reminded me why I was writing this book.

         I am so very grateful to Beatrice Behan’s daughter Blanaid who took the time to talk to me about her mother and shared photographs of her mother’s paintings. Thanks also to historian Ciarán MacGonigal, writer Donal Fallon, Paolo Viscardi and Nigel Monahan from the Natural Museum of Ireland, Colin Kelleher from the National Botanic Gardens, Susan Dolan from the RHA Gallery, along with botanist and writer Doctor Declan Doogue for providing information for my Beatrice chapter.

         Susan Houlden, my longtime editor, and Emma Byrne, artist and designer, were obliged to put together the list of images and then source all the pictures, a job that ordinarily is the writer’s responsibility. However, following Niall’s funeral, I was temporarily unable to work and needed 9their help as I have never needed it before.

         The manuscript benefited hugely from Susan’s expertise and, as always, I relied on her enthusiasm and curiosity for the subject matter. A few weeks before Niall died, Emma took the time to send him all her ideas for the cover. He favoured two, and Emma produced a beautiful cover that incorporates his preferences.

         Niall was my greatest champion and supporter. Just like the wives inside this book, Niall provided me with everything I ever needed to chase my dreams. This book is here today because of him. 10

      

   


   
      
         
11
            Author’s Note

         

         In 1973, English couple Maurice and Maralyn Bailey set sail for New Zealand on their boat Auralyn but were forced to abandon her after colliding with a whale and ended up adrift on a tiny life raft for a total of 118 days until their rescue by a Korean ship, by which point the Baileys were in bad shape, needing help to stand, wash and put on clean clothes. In her book about the couple, Sophie Elmhurst describes Maralyn crawling toward their possessions to dig out her comb. Returning to her husband’s side, Maralyn began to comb his hair and stroked his face. This simple gesture stunned the crew, who had been at sea for two years, and convinced the captain that it was the wife’s tenderness that had kept the couple alive. In the weeks that followed, 1970s media attempted to make the story Maurice’s, with some newspapers not bothering to mention Maralyn by name. Perhaps Maurice was ahead of his time when he openly praised his wife’s discipline and self-mastery, it was she who took charge after their boat sank and, ultimately, it was her strength that saved them.

         Just like my history of O’Connell Street, this book is the result of an idea that bubbled up during a sleepless night and I began it just before my fourth wedding anniversary. Previously, I had written about the likes of Daniel O’Connell, William Butler Yeats and George Bernard Shaw, without knowing or even considering if they were married at all.

         I decided to choose ten wives because of their husbands – the barristers and politicians, the activists, the playwrights, the artist and the polar explorer – realising that I knew next to nothing about these women.

         Perhaps my biggest challenge in writing about the women was the husbands. From time to time, they got in my way, their outsized personalities 12matching their extraordinary ambitions and achievements. It was a blessing when the wife wrote letters or kept a journal. For instance, Mary O’Connell’s letters to Daniel allow us to bypass her husband’s celebrity and appreciate his flaws and foibles. Meanwhile, the most elusive of the women was Edward Carson’s first wife Annette, as the only words of hers in print are her brief response to identifying the young man who robbed her purse.

         Each woman was remarkable in her own way. One could argue that Constance Wilde’s achievements, as a writer and fashion icon, were on a par with her husband’s while Charlotte Shaw literally rescued her husband from poverty before setting him on the road to stardom, discreetly providing him with subjects to write about and the security to do so without interruption.

         In becoming a wife, Sinéad de Valera gave up two careers; she was an award-winning teacher whose work on the stage had impressed the likes of William Butler Yeats and George Moore. For the bulk of her children’s childhood, she parented alone, keeping them safe during the Easter Rising, the War of Independence, the Civil War and the Spanish flu. In later years, she dedicated herself to writing.

         By the time I finished this book, I was a widow, just like Matilda Tone, Emily Shackleton, Margaret Clarke, George Yeats and Beatrice Behan, and I found myself in awe of these women all over again. Each had had to soldier on, looking after children, maintaining homes and paying bills whilst ensuring that her husband’s legacy flourished.

         Matilda Tone edited Theobald Wolfe’s diaries, while Emily Shackleton approached Ernest’s publishers about producing a sanctioned biography and chose his biographer wisely – both women taking control of their husbands’ stories.

         Margaret Clarke kept Harry’s studios in production whilst fulfilling commissions for her own artwork and taking care of her three young children. George Yeats was publicly vilified for not bringing William’s body back from France for a big funeral. However, it later transpired that she was fulfilling his wishes to avoid such pomp and ceremony in Ireland. For the next thirty 13years, she made herself available to visiting students and teachers who wished to know more about her husband’s work and jokingly referred to the summer months as her ‘American Season’.

         Several biographers believe that had Brendan Behan not married Beatrice, he might not have written anything after The Quare Fellow. Newly widowed Beatrice had to keep calm when all manner of strangers, from taximen to drinking buddies, turned up at her door claiming to be owed money by Brendan. In fact, his death left her in financial straits, with a young baby, forcing her to rent out half her home to pay his income tax bill.

         These women prioritised their husbands’ passions and demons over their own, with only one, Charlotte Shaw, remaining childless. Each wife provided her husband with a home, where he was not only loved and supported, but also sheltered, in mind and body, from mounting pressures brought on by his chosen vocation. And while some of the husbands yearned for more, in rejecting their partners, those women who had freed them to chase their dreams, Oscar Wilde, Ernest Shackleton and Brendan Behan displayed chronic self-doubt.

         The ten husbands have one thing in common: they married well. In truth, the more I unveiled about each wife, the more it became impossible to imagine their husbands’ careers without them.
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            Chapter One

            Matilda Tone (1769–1849)

            Wife of Theobald Wolfe Tone, United Irishman
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         Scarcely any of the incidents in this tale are imaginary …’ So begins Irish writer and activist Rosamond Jacob’s (1888–1960) author’s note for her 1957 novel, The Rebel’s Wife. Jacob had turned her biography of Matilda Tone into a novel when the biography had failed to garner any interest from publishers. She added in two fictional scenes (at least), highlighting these for the reader. The book was reviewed in the Galway Observer on Saturday, 28 June 1958, as ‘a fascinating book in the form of a novel … which is based entirely on fact’. A brief outline of the story is provided: that it will shed light on Martha Witherington’s marriage to Ireland’s first republican, Theobald Wolfe Tone, and how bravely she overcame misfortune after his death. The book opens on Dublin’s Grafton Street, in the spring of 1785, when fifteen-year-old Matilda’s days as Martha Witherington were numbered.

         Martha lived at number 69 (number 68 in Marianne Elliott’s biography of Wolfe Tone) on the right-hand side of Grafton Street, looking towards St Stephen’s Green from College Green.

         In 1986, Terry de Valera (1922–2007) gave a talk to the Royal Dublin Society about the historic importance of Grafton Street. He relates how his 16mother, Sinéad, always lamented that one of Dublin’s principal thoroughfares was called after a foreigner, the first Duke of Grafton (1663–1690), Henry Fitzroy, an illegitimate son of King Charles II (1630–1685). She felt the name should have been changed to Wolfe Tone Street, no doubt thinking of Sackville Street being finally renamed after Daniel O’Connell, the Irish political leader, in May 1924. However, perhaps a more suitable name for Grafton Street might have been Matilda Tone Street.

         Martha was the eldest daughter of merchant William Witherington (1737–1802) and his wife Catherine (1741–1797), who lived with her widowed father, the wealthy Reverend Edward Fanning (1709?–1791). The reverend doted on Martha, his favourite grandchild, little knowing that she was soon to break all their hearts.

         According to Jacob’s novel, Reverend Fanning had just one problem with Martha and that was her habit of sitting in the window. The family lived over her father’s shop and so had a prime view of the comings and goings of the busy street below. From the beginning, Grafton Street was a mixture of residences and businesses with men like William Witherington preferring to reside in apartments above their shops. In her book, Rosamund Jacob mentions places like George Draper’s haberdashery and John Parker’s bookshop. In fact, there were several bookshops in and around the street which would have been particularly convenient for students attending Trinity College.

         In a 2004 essay, Máire Kennedy writes of Patrick Byrne’s bookshop at 108 Grafton Street, a favourite of politicians and academics, which was to host meetings of the Society of United Irishmen (formed to press for peaceful reform and fairer representation) after its founding in 1791.

         And so it was, on a spring day in 1785, that Martha was sitting in her window, when the society’s future founder, Theobald Wolfe Tone (1763–1798), who was studying law, at his father’s behest, in Trinity College, is believed to have been making his way to Byrne’s bookshop on Grafton Street and happened to look up as he passed by number 69. In that same moment that the twenty-one-year-old law student caught sight of her, she saw him, 17and both, it seems, were instantly impressed. In his journal, Tone describes how, following that first encounter, he would traipse up Grafton Street every day, after lectures, to catch a glimpse of the beautiful girl who so intrigued him. Over the next few weeks, ‘a mutual affection’, nurtured solely by longing looks, sprang up between them without a single word being exchanged. He thought her ‘as beautiful as an angel’ and sought to reduce the distance from the street to the apartment framed by that window; in short, he needed a way inside the family home.

         As a penniless student, Tone knew that he had nothing to offer the girl’s parents. His own parents were now living in reduced circumstances on a small farm in Blackhall, near Clane, in County Kildare. Previously, his father Peter (d.1805) had been a prosperous builder of luxury coaches and owned some property, thereby allowing the Tones to employ servants. Everything changed in the late 1770s when Peter’s business went under.

         A lover of theatre and Shakespeare, Tone had found in Martha Witherington at her Grafton Street window his own Juliet and balcony. He came up with a plan, which he did not relish, to befriend Martha’s older brother Edward, whom he knew from college. One wonders if Edward ever read Wolfe Tone’s journal in later years and saw himself described as ‘a most egregious coxcomb’, a conceited and foolish person. Initially, Edward was likely flattered at being singled out by the popular Tone and proudly brought him home to meet the family. After that, there were musical evenings at number 69, where Edward played the violin accompanied by Tone on the flute and, in this way, Tone and Martha ‘grew more passionately fond of each other’ in full view of the unsuspecting Witheringtons and Martha’s grandfather, Reverend Fanning.

         Both their birthdays fell in June, Martha turned sixteen and Tone twenty two. Typically, Tone did not ask for permission to propose to Martha, who typically immediately said yes. A few weeks later, on the morning of 21 July 1785, the couple snuck off to St Ann’s church in Dawson Street and were pronounced man and wife. Presumably Martha brooked no argument when Tone 18suggested that they escape for a few days’ holiday to allow her family to get over their shock. By the time they returned to Grafton Street, Martha’s family had made their peace with Tone, though it would not last. But, for the time being, all was well, and the Witheringtons helped the newlyweds find nearby lodgings, for which Reverend Fanning provided the rent.

         Martha underwent a complete name change. Not only did she become Mrs Tone, but her husband preferred that she be called Matilda. Historian Marianne Elliott is disdainful of his choice as Matilda was the name of a character in John Home’s play Douglas, starring Tone’s previous crush, the married actress Eliza Martin, whom he had loved for two years, mostly at a distance. In an essay about Matilda, Nancy J Curtin explains that Home’s Matilda is the beautiful wife of a brave fallen hero, who remarries after his death, though her second husband understands that her heart belongs to his predecessor, her only true love. Martha could not have known that this was the future that also awaited her. In any case, Martha insisted that everyone call her Matilda, and one can imagine deep sighs in the Witherington household.

         With a wife to keep, Tone determined to get his degree as quickly as possible, while Matilda set about learning how to keep house. A few short months later, Reverend Fanning declared he would no longer assist his granddaughter by paying the couple’s rent. Tone blamed Matilda’s brother Edward for this further souring of relations, believing that his brother-in-law was jealous of his grandfather’s attachment to Matilda and, furthermore, could not abide the growing friendship between Tone and Reverend Fanning. Edward might well have realised that Tone had only ever seen him as a pawn in his pursuit of his sister.

         We can only guess at sixteen-year-old Matilda’s feelings about losing her family along with her grandfather’s financial support. The only one to stay in touch with her was her younger sister Kate. This must have been even more hurtful when Matilda discovered that she was pregnant. Glean what you may from the fact that when Matilda sat down in old age to write her memoir, she made no mention of this part of her life. 19

         Marriage seems to have motivated Tone to study, as previously he had not been the most diligent of students. All he had ever wanted in his life was to be a soldier, but his father had insisted that he attend Trinity College and get himself a degree. A couple of months after their elopement, Tone received the college’s highest honour when he was made auditor of the College Historical Society.

         Meanwhile Matilda’s world, though free of accolades, was undoubtedly sustained by her love for her husband and visits from Kate. Being disowned by her family left Matilda and Tone virtually penniless and, with a baby on the way, they exchanged Dublin for Kildare and moved in with Tone’s parents.

         For Tone, this entailed a lot of travel until he graduated from Trinity College in February 1786, while Matilda found herself launched into a family that quickly proved much friendlier than her own. Her in-laws may well have hoped that the marriage would quash Tone’s earlier ambitions about soldiering and travelling the world. Apart from Peter and Margaret Tone, Matilda also met fourteen-year-old Matthew, six-year-old Mary, three-year-old Arthur and one-year-old Fanny. One more child would be added with the birth of Matilda and Tone’s daughter, Maria, who proved a delight to all.

         However, a few months later, the first of many tragedies was to strike the young family.

         On the evening of 17 October 1786 (or 16 October according to Marianne Elliott), Tone was out in the yard and found himself surrounded by six armed men whose faces were blackened with soot. He was quickly bound up, put under the guard of one of the robbers and then obliged to watch the other five, with pistols cocked, enter the Tone house, where chaos ensued. The family and servants were tied up as the robbers proceeded to look for treasure and smash up anything that did not appeal. Tone heard it all and could only imagine what might be happening to his wife and infant, parents, sisters and brothers. The noise made baby Maria scream but mercifully one of the robbers only picked her up and placed her beside Matilda. Two long hours later, it was over. According to Tone, one of the servants managed to make her escape, 20presumably to get help, which sent the robbers running. He got himself to his feet, still bound up, and shuffled from window to window calling for his family in the darkness, fighting the fear that they had all been murdered.

         Mercifully, no one had been hurt aside from Peter Tone who sustained a knife cut to the head. When the robbers left, the family untied themselves, crept out a back window and fled into the night until they realised that Tone was not with them. Incredibly, Matilda returned alone to find him. It was dark and she had no idea where the gang was. Furthermore, she had no idea if her husband was still alive until she reached the house and heard him calling her name. He was in awe of her courage and grateful that the robbers had left the women alone. It could have been so much worse in that respect.

         Still, that night had its consequences. The robbers made off with Peter Tone’s savings, medals that Tone had won in Trinity for debating, a regimental sword, jewellery, silverware and clothes. Despite the fact that two of the gang were caught a few days later, resulting in their hanging, Tone confesses that, from then on, he slept with his guns in reach, while the slightest noise sent him patrolling through the house on high alert at all hours. It was a long winter.

         Meanwhile, the stolen money had been earmarked for Tone’s further education in London, where he needed to go if he was to make a proper living. In January 1787, Matilda and Maria bade him goodbye as he set out for two years’ study at London’s Inns of Court. His father had borrowed from a rich friend and neighbour to assist his son, with little left over for anyone else. In Rebel Wife, Rosamond Jacob describes how Tone’s letters home began to present a problem for Matilda as she witnessed Peter and Margaret Tone’s increasing bitterness on hearing of their son’s exciting life in London, as he made new friends and became a regular theatregoer, while his studies were hardly mentioned. Although Tone found he could earn pocket money by writing reviews, novels and political essays, he did not send a single penny home. In London, he met his brother William, who, seven years earlier, had run away from home to enlist in the East India Company, and probably reminded Tone 21of his youthful dreams of travelling and soldiering.

         If Matilda felt neglected, she had every reason to. At some point, Tone became depressed over his financial struggles and, perhaps too, his lack of freedom as a young husband and father. Both Tone’s father and Matilda wrote telling him that his father could not afford to feed Matilda and Maria for much longer. As the pressure mounted, Tone decided the only sensible thing to do was for him to become a soldier for the East India Company, telling himself that Matilda would have an easier life without him. He was ignoring the fact that his wife was living with his family, and it was indeed convenient that this desperate choice coincided with his lifelong passions and dreams. According to his diary, he wished to ‘quit Europe forever, and to leave my wife and child to the mercy of her family, who might, I hoped, be kinder to her when I was removed’.

         Fortunately for his wife and child, it was the wrong time of the year – September or November – to run off to sea. This, in effect, returned Tone to his senses and led him to face reality. He endeavoured to achieve enough in London to be eligible for the Irish bar and wrote to Reverend Fanning, Matilda’s grandfather, who promised him £500 if he returned home to take his final exams.

         What Matilda went through can be guessed from the state Tone found her in on Christmas Day 1788. She was deathly pale and underweight. Of course, she must have wondered if she would ever see him again. Perhaps over those two years she worried that he regretted their hasty marriage. And if he did, what would she do? The only family she had in the world was his. Everything depended on him and her being together, and at long last they were.

         In the new year, they relocated to Dublin, where Reverend Fanning supported them with the promised £500, and Tone repaired relations with the Witheringtons. He and Matilda, and three-year-old Maria, set up home in Clarendon Street, five minutes away from Grafton Street, and Tone passed his final exams. Now qualified, he could work the Leinster circuit. Matilda must have felt that her penance of the previous two years was now rewarded. Tone 22was also fulfilling his father’s desires though, as always, his heart lay elsewhere. A passion for politics, ignited in London, was to be further fuelled by his experiences at court.

         The next three years saw Tone busy with work and family matters, in particular trying to assist his father whose turbulent relationship with his brother Jonathan over their father’s estate ended in bankruptcy for Peter Tone despite Tone’s effort to help him.

         Matilda again suffered poor health in 1790, possibly following the birth of her first son, Richard Griffith. However, what could have been a worrying time for the family became a time of gladness when, following the doctor’s advice that Matilda needed to bathe in salt water, Tone rented a small summer house in Irishtown. There, the family spent the entire summer, walking and picnicking on the sandy beaches that stretched all the way to Kingstown, what is now Dún Laoghaire. Tone’s new friend Thomas Russell (1767–1803) also joined them. The pair had met a few months earlier in the House of Commons and quickly became fast friends. Tone provides a wonderful description of that summer in 1790. Meals were cooked by Matilda, him and Thomas, and they were visited by Thomas’s seventy-year-old father, who Matilda ‘doated’ upon, Thomas’s brother John along with Tone’s brother William and sister Mary. There were long conversations around the table, jokes were told, poems were recited, and songs were sung, and Tone played his flute in the evenings. We only see Matilda through Tone’s account, and he describes her as the life and soul of the party, thanks to her unfailing kindness and sense of humour. Who knows what she felt when Tone and Thomas began to rework an old dream of Tone’s to create a military colony in the South Seas. A few letters were sent out to prominent men in London, but nothing came of their proposals.

         That August, Thomas had his final dinner in Irishtown, dressed in his new uniform as an officer of the 64th Regiment of Foot, which was stationed in Belfast. This was a move that would, in time, impact the Tones as much as their friend.

         With Matilda’s health much improved, the Tones packed up and returned 23to Dublin, to new lodgings in Longford Street. Neither Matilda nor Tone could have guessed that the Irishtown summer was to be one of the few last times that they were truly at peace.

         The year 1791 was a challenging one. Firstly, they lost baby Richard to an unnamed illness. Then, just as Tone’s side of the family had fallen apart due to his father’s rivalry with his uncle, a similar fate began to unfold for the Witherington family with Matilda’s brother Edward on the warpath again. According to Tone, Edward was once more scheming to oust Matilda from their grandfather’s obvious affections. While Tone was away on the law circuit, Edward encountered Matilda on the street. It is not known what passed between them, but it resulted in Edward moving to strike his sister. Tone’s brother William, who was staying with Matilda, reacted immediately, demanding that Edward either apologise to Matilda or be challenged to a duel. Lacking the appetite, or courage, for a duel, Edward complied with William’s demand and wrote an apology for Matilda.

         According to Tone’s account of the incident Edward was absolutely to blame. However, Marianne Elliott believed that both sides were guilty of obstinancy.

         Whatever the truth of the matter, we do know that when Reverend Fanning died in 1791, Tone attended the reading of the will to hear that not one penny had been left to Matilda. This was yet another episode that Matilda omitted from her 1826 memoir.

         But 1791 brought something to celebrate too, when Matilda gave birth to a healthy boy, William, in April 1791. In later years, she remembered the day in glowing terms: with her new baby in her arms, five-year-old Maria by her side and her husband standing over her, Matilda felt loved and much cherished.

         Yet, in reality, Matilda hardly saw Tone that year as he began to pursue politics at the expense of his law practice and family life. That October, Tone along with Thomas Russell and several others founded the Society of United Irishmen in Belfast. Inspired by the French Revolution, the society wanted Ireland governed by ‘an equal representation of all the people’. On Thomas’s 24and Tone’s return to Dublin, they set up a Dublin branch of the Society of United Irishmen. Around this time, Tone also accepted a job with the Catholic Committee, as agent and assistant secretary, earning £200 a year. His duties obliged him to attend meetings all over the country.

         Sometime after William’s birth, Tone moved his family to Kildare, to one of his Uncle Jonathan’s properties which was part of the estate lost by Tone’s father, Peter, in 1790. The cottage, which Tone christened Chateau Boue/Bowe (Mud House), stood on two acres of land. Tone had remained on good terms with his uncle despite the family feud. It was here that Matilda did her best to cope alone with a demanding new baby and persistent headaches.

         Tone stayed in Dublin after his return from Belfast, thus obliging his wife to write and beg him to come home. He replied, telling her to wean William as the child was obviously too strong for her, and he was sorry about her headaches, but surely, she did not really wish him to leave Dublin just when things were getting interesting – ‘I am sure you would not wish me to quit whilst things are in their present train’ – and he was so busy. Would she not ask his sister Mary to help her? That would make him happy. Unfortunately, he declared, he had no time to ask Mary himself, ‘I will leave it to you, as I am with my head, hands and heart so full of business.’ And so on.

         In the winter of 1791, he found unfurnished lodgings for himself in Dublin’s Queen Street, a squalid area in walking distance of College Green. He spent the first two months of 1792 turning it into a home and then had Matilda send him clothes and whatever else he needed to live there for a while. She tried to fit in with his new social life, leaving the children in the country to visit him, but it did not suit her. Tone’s college and childhood friends had been replaced by political ones and Matilda felt like a stranger amongst them. She rarely saw Thomas Russell as he was stationed in Belfast.

         Marianne Elliott quotes a letter that Matilda sent to Thomas’s sister Margaret (1752–1834) from Dublin, telling her that she was having to attend a dinner party in Kilmainham where she knew nobody and was in terror of the evening ahead. She added that she missed her old friends and declared 25that she had no real friends anymore. She also described trying to get Tone to visit her and the children in Kildare more often and wished he was more like Thomas who knew how to treat women. Matilda was using the letter to make her point to Tone as best she could as she knew he intended to make his own additions while she dressed for the dreaded party. And it worked. Within two weeks he had given up his Queen Street home and moved back to Kildare, where he was surprised at how much William had grown, having not seen him in a while. Of course, this did not reduce his workload, but when he was home, he busied himself with the garden. One frequent visitor to the cottage was his sister Mary, who presumably helped Matilda as Tone knew she would. At least she was a friendly face from the couple’s earlier days.

         The Tone family were hit by another tragedy that September when both Uncle Jonathan and Tone’s sister Fanny died a week apart, from tuberculosis. One positive outcome was that Jonathan had left Tone the cottage and two acres of land. This would not be the last time that this disease would visit the family and might also explain the previous death of baby Richard. In the late eighteenth century, tuberculosis was responsible for more deaths in Ireland than any other single cause.

         Matilda gave birth to another boy, Frank, on 23 June 1793, six days after her twenty-fourth birthday. The child was christened Francis Rawdon after his godfather, the second Earl of Moira (1754–1826).

         One can only hope that the family enjoyed time together over the next two years as Tone grew busier and more ambitious for himself and for Ireland. It is difficult to catch sight of Matilda at this time, though she shared her husband’s interest in politics and supported him in his work.

         During this period Tone became increasingly inspired by the goings on in France and considered how a similar situation could be created in Ireland by organising a revolution to bring down the British and the aristocracy.

         Danger arose at the end of April 1794 following the arrest of a French agent, the radical Reverend William Jackson (1737?–95), who had been on a secret mission in England and in Ireland, where he had met with prominent 26United Irishmen, including Tone, to ascertain how much support would be available for a possible French invasion. Tone had been tasked with supplying Jackson with a report on the political situation in Ireland. Betrayed by a friend, Jackson was arrested for high treason. That and the seizure of his papers endangered anyone who had crossed his path. Tone escaped prison by agreeing to leave the country.

         Over the following year, the Tones prepared to emigrate to America. Six hundred books were sold as well as Chateau Bowe, the only real home this young family would ever know. Tone also secured his father’s permission to bring Arthur, his younger brother, and sister Mary with him, and on 20 May 1795, seven Tones headed for Belfast, from where they would sail to America.

         By this stage, the French agent, Reverend Jackson, was dead. His April trial found him guilty as charged and he chose to poison himself before the state could hang him.

         Up north, Matilda and Tone revelled in the warm welcome from like-minded friends like the Russells and the McCrackens. One surprise was the £1,500 that had been collected for the Tone’s family’s new life across the water. This was surely the sort of life Matilda might have preferred for herself, to have her husband by her side day after day and to be surrounded by people who loved and respected them both.

         A final farewell party, the day before the Tones left, saw Matilda in tears, which alarmed her friends. She did not want to leave. In later years, activist Mary Ann McCracken (1770–1866) remembered the gentleness shown by Thomas Russell as he reassured both Matilda and Tone that a brighter future awaited their certain return to Ireland. One wonders if any of them believed this or if Matilda somehow sensed that this would be the last time that she and Tone would be together in Ireland, and, indeed, her last time in Ireland too. From now on, the clock was ticking. Tone had sworn to leave America as soon as he could and sail to France to raise support for a revolution in Ireland.

         They boarded the Cincinnatus, alongside three hundred other passengers, on Saturday, 13 June 1795, for the six-week journey across the Atlantic. 27The Tones shared what they had with their fellow passengers, while Tone, thanks to a gift of a medicine chest in Belfast, became the unofficial doctor and did his best to promote cleanliness on the crowded ship. Calamity befell the Cincinnatus in the fifth week when she was surrounded by three English warships and boarded by a naval recruiting party that spent the next two days forcing – pressing – forty-eight passengers and most of the crew into joining the British navy. This press-ganging of young men into the navy was a regular occurrence at the time and distressing for those young men who were travelling with their families and for their womenfolk now bereft of their menfolk. An attempt was made to grab Tone because he was wearing long trousers instead of the more fashionable breeches worn by gentlemen. Once more, Matilda came into her own. Just as she had set out to rescue him on the night of the robbery, years earlier, now she set out to save him once more, this time with her sister-in-law’s Mary’s help. They protested and screamed so much that Tone was released to them.

         The following week, on Saturday, 1 August 1793, the Cincinnatus and her remaining passengers docked at Wilmington, Delaware, where the Tones booked into an inn run by an Irishman. They were befriended by an elderly veteran of the American War of Independence, who helped them settle in Philadelphia. Tone met up with other Irish exiles and found himself alone in his desire to return to Ireland as soon as possible.

         ‘Never come here unless you are driven.’ This was what Tone wrote to Thomas Russell a few short weeks later when he had come to detest everything about America, and we may assume that Matilda shared his feelings. His voice is the loudest, of course, thanks to his letters and journals. Matilda disliked writing letters and only did so when completely necessary. Tone regarded Philadelphians as unfriendly, ill-bred and overly taken up with making money, ‘a mongrel breed, half English, half Dutch, with the worst qualities of both countries’. Moreover, the weather was scorching hot, and everything was wildly expensive.

         Things were no better when they left Philadelphia for Princeton, New Jersey, 28and found themselves living amongst Quakers and farmers and ‘ignorant Germans’. Tone and Matilda fretted over their children growing up amongst such uncultured neighbours, whilst Tone raged at the idea of his eldest daughter marrying an American. On top of all that, Tone hated America and George Washington for not siding with France in her war against Britain.

         Of course, the truth may be that Tone, in particular, was simply not prepared to like America. He missed friends like Thomas Russell and wanted to return to the country that he had been forced to leave. As for Matilda’s feelings about America, well, this would be where she would make her home years later. Meanwhile, this first stay was far from easy, particularly after Tone left for France. The couple had six months together before Tone’s determination to rouse France into helping Ireland banish her British oppressors could no longer be ignored. His brother Arthur left America for Belfast on 10 December 1795, with instructions to let selected United Irishmen know what Tone was planning. Everyone else was to be told that he was perfectly happy in America.

         Matilda and Mary spent the night of 13 December keeping Tone company until his departure at four in the morning for the two-day trip to New York, to board his ship for France. Even he professed surprise at his wife’s genuine encouragement about his mission. And while we can only wonder whether Matilda’s feelings were as steadfast as she displayed, the fact is that she kept something from him in case it derailed his plans. Only when he left did she sit down to write that she was pregnant once again. He received her letter the day before he left for France, on 1 January 1796.

         Historian Nancy F. Curtin describes Matilda’s decision not to impart her news as confirmation of her commitment to her husband’s dreams and her belief in their partnership. Tone was prepared to risk his life for Ireland, but that meant his wife having to cope without a full-time husband, a co-parent, a stable and comfortable home, not to mention the loss of her blood relatives. Matilda prioritised Tone’s ambitions over everything else, which is what he needed from her, but was it worth the sacrifices that she was continually making? 29

         She lost the baby long before its summer due date. One letter arrived from Tone announcing his arrival in Paris and then all went quiet. For a detailed account of what transpired in France, one must read his journals. Because it took a while to get things organised, he sought distraction from his limbo with trips to the theatre, three bottles of wine of an evening and a visit with a ‘French lover’ to the Palace of Versailles, although in his published memoirs, this lover is described as ‘he’. He writes that he found French women ‘enchanting’, superior in figure and dress to English women but ‘give me Ireland … for women to make wives and mothers of’. Tone’s published diaries were edited by his wife and William, his eldest son, who was determined to portray Tone as the quintessential Irish hero.

         That September, Matilda confessed her sadness in a letter to Thomas Russell. He had succeeded in comforting her before she left for America and, perhaps, she was seeking his help and guidance once more. She told him that she was in poor health and found life in America with three young children difficult, but she also expressed her thanks for the financial help from their Belfast friends. She still had Mary but, of course, she missed her husband.

         Finally, she received a long-awaited letter from Tone and an explanation for the months of silence. He had written to her in May, telling her to come to France, but the Argus, the ship carrying this letter, had been seized by the English. Now, here was her summons to France, with Tone’s instructions on how to proceed should he be killed in action. The letter was written onboard the Indomptable before it set sail from France that December. So, it was finally happening: a fleet of French ships carrying 14,450 men were bound for Cork’s Bantry Bay to raise hell for Ireland.

         If the revolution succeeded, Matilda was to bring their family to Ireland and if it failed, she was to ask his friends for financial help and make her own decision between staying on in France or returning to America. If he lived but the revolution failed, he promised a life of tranquillity with her and the children in France. Well, the Bantry Bay expedition failed utterly thanks to atrocious weather off the coast of Cork preventing any ship from offloading its 30cargo of soldiers. They turned around and sailed back to France.

         Stormy weather did not only destroy Tone’s first attempt at revolution, but it also played havoc with the ship carrying Matilda and her family from America. However, their eventual arrival in Hamburg was good news for a thoroughly dejected Tone, although his relief was tinged by concern for Matilda’s dubious health. In the posthumously published Life of Theobald Wolfe Tone … written by himself and extracted from his journals, edited by Matilda and their son William, William Tone describes the family disembarking at the mouth of the frozen Elbe, following a rough two months at sea, before travelling in an open wagon in the bitter cold to Hamburg, where Matilda heard of the failed rebellion. Rumours swirled about what had happened, and Matilda had to steel herself against panicking. William reminds the reader that his mother was in a strange country, with a foreign language, without friends or support. She also had to conceal her identity and could only write to Paris to enquire about her husband’s whereabouts.

         On his return to Paris, Tone, alarmed at reading about his wife’s difficulties, wrote to tell her to stay in Hamburg and keep herself warm and dry.

         In his journal for January 1797, Tone describes his worry over Matilda but then is wonderfully distracted by the love story concerning his sister Mary and the Swiss passenger onboard their ship. Jean Frédéric Giauque was on his way home to Hamburg when he and Mary fell in love. He wrote to Tone, asking for his consent to marry his sister, which was gladly given.

         With the failure of the Bantry Bay expedition, Matilda might have expected her husband to return to her, in readiness for that tranquil life he had promised, especially since Mary Tone was soon to marry and have her own home. Instead, Tone became an Adjutant General in the French army and was much taken up with his new post. That he missed his wife and children is evident in his journals, but there was also time for dreams of romance and adventure. For example, he visited a church in Cologne in which he thought himself alone until he spied a nun in the shadows. Despite being able to see only her mouth and chin, he was convinced that she was young and beautiful. Apparently, 31they stared at one another in silence for five minutes as he dreamt of rescuing her from the convent.

         Matilda would not see her husband until the evening of 7 May when she and the children met up with him in Groningen in the Netherlands. They enjoyed two weeks together, travelling around Holland and Belgium, and then Tone left for Germany, whilst his family went to Paris to stay with a friend of Tone’s until they found somewhere to live.

         That July, Tone was set to sail with a Dutch fleet, and 15,000 men, for a second attempt to invade Ireland. Once more, he was denied due to stormy weather, with winds preventing the ships from going anywhere for the next two months.

         Tone met with the new chief of the Army of England, Napoleon Bonaparte (1769–1821), in December, to discuss further invasions of Ireland but no promises were made. When Tone received orders, the following March, to join the army at Rouen, it was up to Matilda, with Matthew Tone’s help, to secure cheaper lodgings. Tone had helped his brother attain a captaincy in the French army and until he was called up, Matthew stayed with Matilda and the children on the outskirts of Paris in Chaillot. Tone’s letters of instructions provide an insight into Matilda’s domestic life. She ensured that seven-year-old William and five-year-old Frank worked hard at their books. Apart from reading and writing, the children were to study music, and so sheet music was ordered from Holland, while Matilda was to keep the piano in tune. Further-more, twelve-year-old Maria was to have dance lessons. It was Matilda’s responsibility to accommodate all her husband’s wishes as frugally as possible with the money he sent her every month. She hired a servant to help with the housework, but Matilda did all the shopping to guarantee that she spent only what she could afford. She probably also played hostess to newly arrived United Irishmen who were escaping the government’s crackdown in Ireland.

         Discord blossomed between Tone and fellow Irish revolutionary James Napper Tandy (1739–1803) who had arrived in Paris the previous June and saw himself leading the French forces to Ireland. Accusations that were made 32about Tone prioritising his own interests over Ireland’s suggest jealousy regarding Tone’s army appointment and contacts. Tandy had his followers, but Tone told Matilda to welcome all Irish arrivals no matter who they supported.

         Meanwhile, in 1798, informers were causing serious problems in Ireland. In Dublin, a meeting to discuss an immediate uprising in March was raided by the British who had received their intelligence from Thomas Reynolds (1771–1836), the husband of Matilda’s sister Harriet, which must have cut Matilda to the quick.

         A few months later, news filtered through that a rebellion had finally happened in Ireland, between the end of May and beginning of June. Irishmen in France determined to sail to Ireland, but their urgency was lost in the lack of proper organisation and cash. Tone wrote to Matilda in August, apologising for being unable to send her any money.

         Tone finally left France in September but not before signing documents giving Matilda Power of Attorney. Years later, she wrote that he knew he was going to die and, very likely, she too was of the same opinion. If sentenced to death, Tone had vowed to take his own life, thus robbing the British of their chance to murder him – just as Reverend William Jackson had in 1794. Tone kept his promise. He left France onboard the Hoche, which found itself under attack from the British navy off the coast of Donegal. Following a six-hour battle, Tone was captured on 31 October and brought to Dublin for the trial that saw him condemned to hang, just as he had expected. He slit his throat, dying by his own hand on Monday, 19 November 1798.

         Of course, Matilda had to stay in France and perhaps she preferred to be spared the sight of her husband’s lifeless body. In fact, she had been planning to travel to Ireland, hoping to get him out of jail on a last-minute reprieve. She chose to believe, until it was impossible not to, that Tone would survive, and that she could save him, just as she had done twice before. The news confirming his death must have been shocking no matter how much he had done to prepare her for it. He was waked for two days in the house his parents were living in, and many showed up to pay their respects. A plaster cast was 33taken of his face, but none of the resulting death masks reached his widow. Because the authorities wanted him buried quickly and quietly, his body was taken, with just two in attendance, to the Tone family plot in Bodenstown, where Wolfe Tone’s brother Matthew had been placed seven weeks earlier, after he was hanged for his part in the rebellion. Matilda’s sister Kate sent her a lock of Tone’s hair. As usual, she was the only Witherington to stay in touch with Matilda. Tone had written to ask both William and Harriet to look after Matilda once he was gone, but neither complied with his wishes. Who knows if they would have acted differently had Matilda and the children returned to Ireland. She and Tone had discussed her options should the rebellion fail, and he died in action. For the time being, the only country she relied on was France.

         She was twenty-nine years old, with three children under the age of thirteen, and penniless. Thanks to her husband being recognised as an honorary Frenchman and brave soldier, she received an initial lump sum of 1,200 francs and was due a pension until complications arose following political upheaval in France. The next few years would not be easy for the Tone family.

         Initially, however, she must have been relieved to hear that, thanks to their father’s standing, William and Frank would attend the best of schools. Until they were old enough to do this, Matilda secured lodgings nearby and had the boys attend French classes locally. She lived a quiet life and focused on her children’s education, just as Tone had wanted. The only people she saw were her husband’s friends. Tragically, in 1799, her small support network took a direct hit when Mary, her sister-in-law, and husband Giauque died in Santo Domingo from yellow fever. Tone’s brother William, who had left Ireland in 1792, for a military life in India, sent Matilda £233 and promised to look after her financially. Unfortunately, he was also to die shortly after, in 1802, in battle.

         The only surviving brother-in-law was Arthur Tone, but he avoided any family expectations by sailing to America without a word. Matilda believed he must have died until she heard, in 1812, that he was in the American navy, at 34which point she had no interest in re-building relations with him.

         In 1802, she was visited by Thomas Russell who had spent the previous six years in Dublin’s Newgate Prison. He returned to Ireland to take part in Robert Emmet’s doomed rising (1778–1803) and was hanged in October 1803; a dreadful year in the life of Matilda that saw sixteen-year-old Maria, her cherished daughter, die from tuberculosis, the same disease that would kill thirteen-year-old Francis three years later. It is not hard to imagine her terror when, shortly after burying Francis, fifteen-year-old William, her sole surviving child, started coughing and showing symptoms of TB. Mercifully, he lived after she rushed him to America for its warmer climate. The trip proved a saving grace for both mother and son in that it healed William, while Matilda attributed her newly enhanced well-being to the change of scenery distracting her from her grief. This would prove to be no more than a temporary reprieve for William, although they would have another twenty-two eventful years yet. Had she lost him at this point, in 1806, she really would have been cut adrift, but she had saved him, and he became her anchor, her reason to go on living.

         In 1826, prompted by reading articles about herself written by men who had never met her, fifty-seven-year-old Matilda sat down to write her memoir. She wished to tell her own story, chiefly what happened after she lost her husband and children, how she sought to uphold Tone’s legacy and reputation, and champion their son William’s career. It transpired that what William wanted was a place in the Cavalry School of St Germain, upending a promising academic career that might have seen him become a professor. While his mother may secretly have hoped that William kept at his books, and remained safe, she would not have ignored his unhappiness and impatience to be a man of action, like his father. Believing also that Tone should have liked for a son of his to join the French army, she set out to make it happen.

         She found little support from Tone’s United Irish friends in Paris who felt that William’s rightful place was in the Irish Legion, if only his mother would let him go. Her fury is evident in the following letter, from 1813: 35

         
            … I was extremely harassed and perplexed by advice to send him (William) into the world and even with reproaches that I kept him tied to my apron string … Oh how ungenerous they have been to me, Good God! How did the Irish ever get the character of a generous nation? But, indeed, it is only themselves who say it … Do the Irish think that because Tone volunteered in their service and shed his best blood in their cause and left his family destitute in a foreign country that his posterity is to be their slaves.

         

         Strong words indeed from the wife of an Irish rebel who clearly felt that she had sacrificed enough for Ireland. As far as Matilda was concerned, the Irish Legion had nothing to offer William who enrolled in Napoleon’s cavalry school in 1812. Cadets stayed in the huge castle; a chateau built in the 1300s during the reign of King Charles V (1338–1380). This was where James II (1633–1701) lived after his disastrous loss to William of Orange (1650–1702) at the 1690 Battle of the Boyne.

         Matilda moved to St Germain to be near her only surviving child. From her hotel window, she watched William at his daily exercise on the castle grounds and visited him every Sunday. Glad that he was happy, she now determined to have William made a French citizen which, for her, meant going all the way to the top.

         The entire direction of Matilda’s life had been spawned from her habit of sitting in the window on Grafton Street, a habit she seized upon anew. Knowing that Napoleon regularly passed her hotel to hunt in the forests around St Germain, she began to keep watch for him. In fairness, she bided her time, waiting until William was distinguishing himself at school before making her approach. Her plan was simple. She would position herself at the first entrance to the forest where Napolean’s horses, on their arrival from Paris, were replaced by a fresh set. However, the guard there advised her to wait outside where Napoleon had his breakfast, telling her that the horses were changed at top speed, but Matilda did not want to risk having to join a large 36crowd of petitioners, all vying for a moment of their emperor’s time. As soon as the carriage carrying Napoleon and Josephine came to a halt in front of her at the entrance to the forest, she stepped forward, presenting the French leader with one of William’s highly regarded essays and a memorial card to her husband. On realising that she was Wolfe Tone’s widow, Napoleon read through both card and book and asked if she had a decent pension. This was unexpected as her only focus was William. She told Napoleon, ‘That his majesty’s goodness left me no personal want; that all my cares, all my interests in life were centered in my child, whom I now gave up to his majesty’s service.’

         She fancied that Napoleon hid a smile at her referring to her twenty-year-old son as ‘my child’ and he replied in kind: ‘Votre enfant sera bien naturalisé’/‘your child will be naturalised.’

         She describes her appearance in her memoir, explaining that everyone in St Germain wondered at the identity of the woman who commanded Napoleon’s full attention. Dressed in grey silk, from head to foot, with her face hidden behind a long black veil, she had some people guessing from her attire that she was a nun.

         She provides an interesting insight into the emperor’s manner, including his casual generosity to the poor, who begged him for coins, and also his fierce temper. When Napoleon visited William’s school, he heard complaints about bad bread being served to the cadets. Demanding to see a loaf, he discovered cheap substitute ingredients, such as potato and peas, being used in place of good wheaten flour. The baker was summoned for a fiery interview and threatened with the gallows.

         Matilda decided to visit Talleyrand-Périgord, Prince of Benevento (1754–1838), the controversial diplomat and statesman, who was at his holiday home in St Germain and had known Tone very well. She updated him on the last few years, including how she had managed to find William a place in the Cavalry School and how she had approached Napoleon. He told her that her priority should be William’s good health and that any debt she had incurred over William’s training should be considered a national debt. 37After quizzing her about her pension, he asked her to bring him all her paperwork so that he could take charge of her situation. This he subsequently did, and Matilda received a full pension. For the first time since leaving Grafton Street, Matilda was financially independent and could return money she had borrowed from a friend.

         According to his mother, twenty-one-year-old William became a French citizen on 4 May 1812, a few weeks before Napoleon embarked on his Russian campaign. Fortunately for William, he had to finish his schooling and missed out on that ill-fated invasion. The following January, however, William joined the 8th Chasseurs as a sub-lieutenant and was instructed to go to Gray in Franche Comté to instruct new recruits. So, the time had finally come for mother and son to part. Matilda describes the scene in her memoir. After saying goodbye to William, she sat down in a field and was overwhelmed with a desire to die. At forty-three years of age, she felt her life was over. She had no one left to live for, nothing left to do, and did not want to return to an empty house. Just then a lark flew out of the long grass and made right for her, singing out its song as it circled her head. Immediately believing that the bird was sent by Tone to rouse her spirits, Matilda felt renewed and was able to go home.

         But she would not be alone forever. In July 1816, Matilda married her and Tone’s friend, Scottish businessman Thomas Wilson (d.1824), at the British embassy in Paris. Not much is known about her second husband other than he looked after her financial affairs. Indeed, in 1949, Rosamond Jacob was obliged to enlist help from the readers of The Scotsman newspaper, begging for any information on Thomas – in vain, it would seem. By this stage Napoleon’s reign was over. This threw William’s career into disarray, and when the British government refused to allow Wolfe Tone’s son and widow to return to Ireland, or England, Wilson decided that they should move to America, which they did in 1817. This must have presented mixed feelings for Matilda as it meant leaving the graves of Maria and Frank behind.

         The new family settled in Georgetown, where William studied law and 38married Catherine Sampson (b.1796–1864), daughter of United Irishman Willam (1764–1836). Two years later, William showed himself yet again to be his father’s son when he abandoned his books for a post in the United States army. Thomas Wilson died five years later, in 1824, making Matilda a widow once more.

         One can only conclude that this second marriage had been a successful one, judging from the epitaph that Matilda had inscribed on Thomas’s headstone, ‘A true philanthropist. His life was consecrated to deeds of benevolence, and his wishes and endeavour all tended to the happiness, information and freedom of all kind.’ Matilda, as Mrs Thomas Wilson, had surely experienced a contentedness and stability that was out of reach when married to Wolfe Tone.

         In any case, Wilson’s death allowed Matilda to devote herself all over again to the memory of her first husband and she and William spent the next two years preparing Tone’s journals, essays and pamphlets for publication.

         Nancy J Curtin highlights the timing of this project. A frivolous article in an English newspaper, describing Matilda’s glamorous widowhood in Paris, provoked Matilda into action. She wanted to set the world straight about her husband, and, also, about herself. Furthermore, as news filtered through of the latest popular figure in Irish politics – Daniel O’Connell (1775–1847) – Matilda may well have desired to remind all of Wolfe Tone’s sacrifices and how his ambitions for his country reflected those of O’Connell – both desiring to free the Catholics of Ireland from English rule. In publishing his papers twenty-six years after his death, William and Matilda showed Tone to be as relevant as ever he was and, thus, his spirit lived on.

         Would we know Theobald Wolfe Tone today if Matilda had not initiated this project? It is an interesting question, considering that Tone’s political and military life could be summed up in a paragraph or two and ultimately one might concur that he did not achieve too much of anything, albeit not for the lack of want. The two-volume Life of Wolfe Tone was published in 1826 and became a bestseller and, on reading this book, one can never forget him. 39

         Matilda, with her son’s help, took charge of Tone’s legacy, pruning the journals of unnecessary distractions. Wolfe Tone, the honourable, fearless and selfless warrior, survives to this day, thanks largely to a wife who had, in her own way, sacrificed just as much as he did.

         Matilda became a grandmother with the birth of baby Grace Georgiana in 1827 (d.1900) and then suffered the huge loss of William who died the following year, at the age of thirty-seven, from what his wife described as ‘an intestinal disorder’. His mother survived him by another twenty-one years.

         In 1849, Matilda was interviewed by Young Irelander Charles Hart (1824–1898), who was on a tour of the United States and wanted to meet the eighty-year-old widow of Wolfe Tone. He acknowledged her great age and physically weakened state, neither of which, however, diminished her lively conversation. Matilda asked after the landmarks of her childhood and first marriage, Trinity College and Grafton Street, and was most interested to hear how the wall in front of the college had been replaced by railings. She told Hart that she had spent the last thirty years longing for Ireland but could never work up the courage to visit. Ireland’s problems, she felt, would continue to be compounded by the fact that the country was so small, confessing that she sometimes wished it would grow. When Hart complimented her on her strong feelings for Ireland, she replied that ‘it was Tone gave it all to me’. By the time he left, Hart was newly appreciative of what Wolfe Tone had experienced for Ireland and concluded that his wife was a true heroine.

         Matilda died two weeks later and was buried near her son in Georgetown until 1831 when they were both moved to Greenwood cemetery in New York.
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