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FOREWORD





Hubert Butler is old enough — if only just — to be my father. For this reason I regarded him, when I first met him over forty years ago, with the awe which young aspirant writers reserve for those who were of the time just past: in this case the time of AE, Yeats and Sir Horace Plunkett: the time I had just missed. The very first words of his that I ever read were in The Bell for July 1941. In an article called ‘The Barriers’ he said, ‘A nation cannot be created negatively by elimination or strategic retreats into the past.’ ‘It is a strange time,’ he said, ‘to maintain the theory that a distinctive culture cannot exist without cultural intercourse.’ At that time, when our isolation, physical and moral, was intensified by the war, here was a voice intent, in AE’s words, ‘Against the sceptred myth to hold The golden heresy of truth.’


Upholding the heresy of truth has been a principal part of his business ever since, sometimes at considerable personal cost, as readers of these essays will learn, if they do not already know it. Some of them were written during, and others refer back to, the ‘ice-age’ of the forties and fifties when Ireland seemed gripped by paralysis and when only the voices to whom The Bell under Sean O’Faolain and Peadar O’Donnell gave a platform spoke for freedom.


Courage, common sense and elegance: and the rarest of these is elegance. Again and again I have been struck, in reading these essays, by the felicitous phrase, the apt metaphor, and the vivid image, as though this prose had been written with the care which poets give to the writing of their verse. And why not? It is, in the end, for his style that an author is read; and what is the use of writing to persuade if you cannot charm your reader and disarm him?


Hubert Butler is a deceptive writer. Just as we find ourselves sagely nodding agreement with one of his strictures, the knife is deftly slipped between our own ribs and we are transfixed upon his point. The merciless description of Mrs A. in ‘Portrait of a Minority’ is no more than she deserves. But when Hubert Butler attributes his independence of mind to the possession of a few fields beside the River Nore, he is not doing himself justice. ‘Privilege,’ he says, ‘develops the faculties and sharpens the sensibilities.’ No doubt it is morally beneficial to be neither too rich nor too poor, and there is a mystique about the possession of land which sometimes — but only sometimes — serves to stiffen independence. But his evident admiration for the minor country gentry is for the most part misplaced, because, as Swift pointed out, all classes of persons are contemptible and redeemed only by the virtues of individuals. There are even just men found among academics, bureaucrats and other classes of the damned.


There is another notable category of achievers. It was long ago observed that rectories and manses produced able offspring out of all proportion to their numbers. The reason is not far to seek. In the houses of the clergy there were books, the things of the mind were held in esteem, their children enjoyed educational advantages, and they were raised to some degree above the prevailing economic level.


The one great truth which seems to underlie almost everything in these essays of Hubert Butler is this: that the magnitude of a moral issue, like that of an angle in geometry, is independent of its reach or scope. This old philosophical conundrum (Is the suffering of ten people ten times as great as the suffering of one?) is never far from his attention. ‘We grieve,’ he writes, ‘for distant events and people with sympathy as thin and ephemeral as the newspapers in which we read about them.’ But he has no difficulty in showing how easily moral issues are fudged even when they concern our relations with our next-door-neighbours (‘Boycott Village’ and indeed passim).


A wise historian has written, ‘Throughout the ages there have always been hopeful politicians who believe that if only the peoples of the world could come together they would love and understand each other. It is a tragic delusion. So long as X and Y had little to do with each other their relations were friendly.’ X and Y, in that particular equation (from Sir Steven Runciman), were the Byzantine Empire and the Latin West. That very quarrel, in its modern form, is still with us, and forms much of the subject of the essays in the third section.


Hubert Butler is better placed than most people, by reason of his Balkan and Russian experiences, to judge whether travel really broadens the mind or not. It depends on what kind of a mind you have to begin with. What it has done for him is to illuminate the scene at home and help him to understand it better. He is telling no more than the truth when he says in his introduction that whatever their ostensible subjects, these essays are in fact about his relationship to Ireland.


A writer without a point of view is like distilled water: pure no doubt but hopelessly insipid. There is no danger of this with Hubert Butler. His viewpoint, that of a protestant republican, is one which I share (and there are many more of us than is commonly supposed). Some of his other prejudices are less widely shared. They can be crudely overstated in some such form as this: amateur good, professional bad; rural Ireland good, Dublin bad; parish pumps good, metropolitan water boards (and all other metropolitan boards) bad; and so on to taste. Bureaucrats, academics and ‘experts’ are easy targets, and we have not all the good fortune — if it is good fortune — to be born country gentlemen. Some of his dislikes are, just at present, rather fashionable. But no man I know is less subject to fashion, intellectual or other. He is a living example of Ibsen’s principle that great majorities, whether silent or vocal, are always wrong. ‘Justum et tenacem propositi virum…,’ as Horace has it: but always flexibly, and always with humour. (Incidentally, though I disliked the English public school to which I was sent as much as Hubert disliked his, I do not agree with him that ‘compulsory classics fester like an abscess’ for the rest of our lives. My classical education is the ruins of an unfinished building: if I poke about in the long grass I find things worth digging up, and so, evidently, does he.)


In evil times he remains an optimist, one who holds ‘the conviction that by foresight and ingenious contrivance men can be made happy and free without hurting each other’ and the ‘absolute faith that what should be will be, however long we must wait.’


How much good, we ask, can a lone man writing in minority periodicals from an obscure Co. Kilkenny retreat, how much good can such a man possibly do in the era of mass communications? Never mind about that, says Hubert Butler, and quotes approvingly Owen Skeffington’s favourite dictum from (of all unfashionable people) Herbert Spencer: ‘What I must realize is how infinitesimal is the importance of anything I do, and how infinitely important it is that I should do it.’ (The angle with the infinitely extensible arms.) His portrait of Skeffington, that man who, tacitly evading questions of belief and profession, believed in and practised the Christian virtues, might be taken as a portrait, mutatis mutandis, of Hubert Butler himself. And, in parenthesis, how refreshing it is to read again (in ‘Three Friends’) how Skeffington dealt with that inverted Broadbent, the egregious Muggeridge. We learn a lot about the author, all of it to his credit, from noticing who he most admires: Eoin O’Mahony, for example.


For all his elegance, Hubert Butler is no belletrist. For him an essay is a projectile, aimed at a particular target and freighted with what it needs to do its work: no more and no less. All his projectiles tend to converge on the same area of moral choice: the responsibilities of the individual to his community, and, by implication, those of the community towards him, in the special sphere where belief and conduct, dogma and decency, are so often in conflict.


‘The great creeds, dissolving,’ he writes in his essay on George Borrow, one of the most spirited pieces in the collection, ‘have filled the air with so much shredded theology that the most fastidious can find some palatable nourishment for his soul without rudeness to any other believer. Religion, which once rampaged like a shark, devouring every thing which could not escape, now feeds itself like some non-poisonous jelly-fish groping for plankton with sensitive tentacles.’ That was written in 1958, before the Eastern horizon had been darkened by the resurgence of Islamic fundamentalism, or the Western by the born-again chiliasts of the Pentagon, brandishing their Bomb. There is dirty weather ahead. We shall need all the foresight and ingenious contrivance we can muster.


A good many years ago I was with Hubert Butler when he visited the cottages on the slopes of Slievenaman in which occurred the bizarre and macabre events rehearsed in ‘The Eggman and the Fairies’. The cottage had been heavily modernized, perhaps even rebuilt; but we were still in pre-televison Ireland, only a short distance from the Butler stronghold of Kilcash, subject of one of the most plangent of Irish poems, and only seventy years or so, barely a man’s lifetime, from the events of 1893. It was a strange conjunction, prompting reflections on mutability.


I am one of those who is apt to end on a diminuendo and a dying fall. Hubert Butler is not like that at all. Let him therefore have the last word, with one of his characteristically vivid images: ‘When an incendiary sets a match to respectability, it smoulders malodorously, but piety, like patriotism, goes off like a rocket.’


Now read on.


Maurice Craig


Dublin, January 1985
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These essays are not so heterogeneous as they look. They are all skewered together by a single idea. Or perhaps I should call it an obsession, a mental necessity that turned into a physical one. When I was a boy of fourteen I decided I was going to live in the place where I was born and where my father, grandfather and great grandfather had lived before me. It seemed then an easy and obvious thing to do, since I was my father’s eldest son and he had a house and farm in Kilkenny. There was also another reason, which influenced me, even when I knew how insubstantial it was. Though we have long been unimportant people, the Butlers, of whom my family is a junior branch, had ruled the neighbourhood since the fourteenth century, and there is scarcely a parish in Tipperary or Kilkenny that does not bear some trace of our sometimes arrogant, sometimes kindly interference. Could I not interfere too?


It was some time before I grasped how difficult this was going to be and noticed that not only was all my education slanted away from Ireland but that the whole island was tilted eastwards. It was very hard to stand upright unsupported on this precipitous slope, for as many people were pushing me from the west as were pulling me to the east. And ambition was tugging me vigorously the whole time towards the land of opportunity. And in fact, in a strongly centripetal world, staying at home is scarcely even respectable; certainly no one thinks it public-spirited. The man who does it can surely have no feeling for ‘broad horizons’ and mighty enterprises, for the unity of mankind and the exploration of the universe? Even in a manual worker it can be a discreditable thing to do, for our economists often moralize now about the need to make labour more ‘mobile’ so that it can be drafted to those spots where it is most needed. It is perverse and selfish to resist.


And if living in one’s own neighbourhood is difficult, to write about it is harder still. Who, anyway, are our neighbours? Our real neighbours, both of the spirit and the flesh, both those we know and those we don’t, seldom live near us nowadays. We keep contact with them by telephone and plane and car, or else we have one-sided commerce with them through books and television screens. In spite of that, though the familiar hills and rivers seldom now enclose a stable or self-sufficient community, I think they are only waiting to recover their plundered significance. The canals that once diverted the rivers are all choked and after five generations the railway cuttings that ravaged the hills are collapsing. Why should the great dams at Ardnacrusha and Poulaphouca, or the television mast on Mount Leinster, or the huge roads that level out villages and raths and esker ridges, prove more enduring? They are all linked with certain ways of life and thought, and ideas have never been as ephemeral as in the twentieth century.


But to look ahead like this is not very comforting to the beleaguered country-dweller. At eighty-four I am, like everybody else, very disillusioned but only averagely discontented. Fundamentally I think as I always did. The post to which I am willingly tethered still holds firm and I have grazed around it in a sufficiently wide circle. Close-cropped grass comes up again fresh and sweet, and whoever comes along next may find my patch slightly improved.


So even when these essays appear to be about Russia or Greece or Spain or Yugoslavia, they are really about Ireland. We choose some of our experiences and others are forced on us, but they have little meaning till they are related to some central focus of ideas and this focus for me has never varied. Many of the irrelevant things that have happened to me have been boring or nasty, but not all of them. For example, like many Europeans, I have exchanged a couple of dull sentences with Chou Enlai and seen the Great Wall of China, but I have no idea how to profit by this fascinating adventure, for I think we Westerners can mostly only sense the sweetness of China, we can bring nothing home with us. We are like honey bees which can get nectar from white clover but not from red, because their sucking apparatus is too short. And I do not believe that we should be spiritually impoverished if for a century or more we were excluded from all Asia and all Africa beyond the shores of the Mediterranean.


But nowadays can we exclude ourselves from anything? Can the ant ever escape from his anthill? Even the most sedentary and homebound person is obliged to roam the world in spirit ten or twenty times a day. The newspapers and the radio and television release a million images of remote places and people. They settle like butterflies on the brain till every cell is clogged with the larvae from their unwanted eggs. How can one protect oneself from the ravages of secondhand experience? Here and there perhaps one can replace this pre-digested stuff with experiences of one’s own. But to most people this seems an affectation, like the quest for free-range eggs or vegetables from ‘organic’ farms.


While we are more or less committed to mass travel and to information that is canalized for press-conferences, the experiences that nourish us are individual, not collective. Few of us have been of use to any Indian, Negro or Chinaman, and the regard we have for them is unmixed with personal gratitude; yet many generations of vicarious involvement have caused us to think we are necessary to each other, and it will take as many more to unlearn this.


When this happens we shall recognize again that within a few square miles we should have everything which we can possibly need. Here in Kilkenny the earth is fruitful and the neighbours are intelligent, imaginative and kind; their minds are well-adapted to poetry and jokes and the propounding and solving of problems. Though it is not easy to be independent of tinned pineapples and the Dublin dailies, we could be, at a price. But even the tinkers and the retired colonial administrators are more restless and discontented than they used to be. The colonials, travelling round the earth, have lost the countryman’s acquiescence in seemingly immutable things like temperature and rainfall and local prejudices. It is now easy to avoid what one cannot change, so they move about. And though our tinkers come back every summer to the same lanes and clearings, the last ones who came here had spent the winter washing dishes in the Cumberland Hotel at Marble Arch. They play the familiar tricks with a touch of urban sophistication, and it is hard to see them as neighbours whom it is one’s duty to love.


All this sounds misleadingly nostalgic. In fact nothing has happened that cannot be reversed if it is accurately recorded. That is the purpose of these essays, in which I try to show that the countryside, where mean and silly things happen because energy and intelligence have been drained away, is an essential part of the world pattern which too few have studied. In ‘Boycott Village’, for example, I complain that no one has investigated why ordinary people with nice intentions and neighbourly instincts proved to be such incompetent guardians of freedom. I do not know what the answer is but, if we relate the facts as we see them, posterity will perhaps handle them less clumsily than we have done.


I grew up before the great emigration of the Anglo-Irish in the twenties had begun, when some of the pioneers of the Irish Literary Revival were still alive and active, and through the Irish Statesman AE was still confidently elaborating his plans for a co-operative Ireland. These were dreams with reality and achievement behind them but they could not stand up to the Gaelic dream of Patrick Pearse, for it had been sanctified in blood. Now that dream too has faded, though the blood sacrifice still goes on, like the fire that smoulders slowly towards the forest when the picnic is over.


Now there are no dreams left to sustain us and all we have is a rag-bag of tangled notions and prejudices, of which I have exhibited a sampling in ‘Envoy and Mr Kavanagh’. I do not doubt that a new generation, with fresh ideas and the vigour to carry them through, will solve some of our problems, and yet in times of troubled peace like ours, when the old idealisms have lost their magic, the future, I believe, lies with the solitary individual of whom Chekhov used to write. I quote from one of his letters:




I see that our salvation will come from solitary personalities, scattered here and there over Russia, sometimes educated, sometimes peasant. Power is in their hands even though there are few of them. No man is a prophet in his own country and these solitary individuals, of which I speak, play an imperceptible role in society; they do not dominate it but their work is visible.





It was in the same way that Vershinin reassured the three sisters that knowledge and intelligence were never wasted. He said there was no town so boring and dead that three people of intellect and education could not make a faint impression; they would get swallowed up, of course, by the dark masses, but not without leaving some slight influence, and after them there would be six, then twelve, till at last they would be in a majority. ‘In two or three hundred years life would be unspeakably, amazingly lovely.’


Yet now something has happened to thrust this future loveliness even farther away. Vershinin had not forseen that as culture, under official patronage, became increasingly centripetal, Feeny, Meany and Sweeney, the three people of intellect and education, would fall under the irresistible, techno-cultural influence of the capital. Long before the three had propagated six and the six twelve, each nourishing his successors with the rich decay of his talents, the tempter would address himself seductively to them. Feeny and Meany would persuade themselves that they could serve their little town best from outside. Feeny would get a plum of a job as adviser to Channel 3 on South-Eastern Regional Culture, and Meany, no longer his ally but his rival, would draw a smaller income from his Friday afternoon talks on rural problems; Sweeney would stay behind, a new element, jealousy, penetrating his loneliness and distorting his judgment.


And what of the dark masses? They would be just as dark as before but with no trouble to themselves they would be given extension lectures and loan exhibitions, so that even Sweeney in his unpopular enthusiasms would seem superfluous and the task of swallowing him up would be greatly eased.


It is in fact a problem of men, not methods, and we can hope for little from the clever educational gadgets with which we try to irrigate the intellectual deserts. The soil that has been robbed of its natural creativity cannot be restored to health by fertilizing chemicals. Make it possible for Feeny, Meany and Sweeney, the ‘solitary individuals’, to live in their own homes, for nature has planted them there like antibodies in a diseased constitution. Only they have power to regenerate it.


This, of course, is contrary to all current notions. Everything that is seminal or germinative in the way of ideas is thought to develop in the great centres of culture, where intellectuals congregate. It is in the press, the theatres, the clubs of the metropolis that revolutionary ideas are expressed and challenged. Things are openly said that could scarcely be thought in a provincial town. Yet there is something self-destructive about these great congestions of originality. A sense of doom hangs over them as over the exuberant freedom of the Weimar Republic.


Here is one of the reasons. In a vast society like ours, ‘the man of intellect and education’, as Chekhov saw him, is one among several thousands, a natural solitary, in fact. His function is to be the pinch of bread-soda in the dough, and not to foregather with other ex-solitaries and form a bread-soda pudding. Yet an Irishman sees this happening every year. Feeny and Meany, drawn away from their solitude, bring with them to the city their instinct to defy. They gather together with other ex-solitaries; then they are no longer solitary and what is more they find they are no longer original. Their insights and perceptions, which surprised and often vexed their fellow-citizens, are banal and irrelevant among the exuberant heterodoxies of their new community. In place of the known neighbours whom it was their duty to challenge, there are faceless strangers who can only be met with abstractions. To get attention in such circles, the exsolitary may have to turn in his tracks, to sacrifice the particular to the general, and to accept as valid some mass-produced consensus whose insufficiency he would quickly have detected among the familiar diversities of his native town. In this way the cities acquire fanatics at the same rate as the provinces lose their solitary individuals.


Am I exaggerating? Probably, but there is evidence from Russia and Italy and Germany that totalitarian beliefs spread from the cities to the provinces where sharp antagonisms had been held in check by a long history of neighbourly interdependence.


So I go on believing that the strength to live comes from an understanding of ourselves and our neighbours or the diaspora that has replaced them. If we could focus on them all the curiosity and wisdom that we disperse round the world, as we focus all the rays of the sun through a burning glass on a pile of dead leaves, there is no limit to the warmth and life we could generate. It is easier of course to collect the dead leaves than to make the sparks to kindle them. Yet I believe the life which Chekhov prophesied, ‘unspeakably, amazingly lovely’, is not out of our reach, though it may now be a century or two farther away than he calculated.




 





Some of this material is unpublished (the latter portion of ‘The Artukovitch File’), some has been recast (‘Beside the Nore’, ‘Divided Loyalties’), updated (‘Boycott Village’) or extended from the original (‘Peter’s Window’) – sources will be found under Acknowledgments – but for the most part these essays are unaltered, though a few of them deal with problems that appear to have been solved or episodes that have long been forgotten. We have lived though two world wars and, in Ireland, rebellion and civil war. Yet the basic things remain the same. When I was a boy of ten the Ulster Unionists were saying Home Rule is Rome Rule and civil war was threatened. Now I am eighty-four and the Ulster Unionists are saying Home Rule is Rome Rule and civil war does not seem immeasurably far away. It is as though we were on a scenic railway in a fun-fair. We pass through towering cardboard mountains and over raging torrents and come to rest in the same well-trodden field from which we got on board.


I have lived for long periods at home and my garden, with its vegetables and raspberry canes, its orchard and neglected flowerbeds, has had to take the place of people and events. Thirty-three years ago my life of active involvement in enthusiasms which I shared with my neighbours ended abruptly. I have described how this came about in ‘The Sub-Prefect Should Have Held His Tongue’. I shall not refer to this again as my affection for my neighbours has not changed. We were all of us victims of events beyond our control. Ireland was caught in the backwash of a tremendous religious struggle in Central and Eastern Europe, which we did not understand and for which we were unprepared. It was inevitable that there should be casualties.


Are we here in Ireland any nearer to that eighteenth-century dream ‘to unite the whole people of Ireland, to abolish the memory of past dissensions, and to substitute the common name of Irishman in place of the denomination of Protestant, Catholic and Dissenter’?


The idea of a religious war is so abhorrent and disgraceful that many prefer to think that it is for loyalty to the British Crown that Ulstermen will fight. They are wrong, because Ulster loyalty is to a Protestant monarch and would not survive if the monarch became a Roman Catholic. In fact it is the old insoluble conflict between authority and private judgment. Though all of us sometimes defer to authority, sometimes judge for ourselves, the moment we cease to act as individuals and think collectively, what was a matter of choice becomes a matter of principle and a clash between Catholic and Protestant is likely.


Can ecumenism help? In Ireland 160 years ago there was a vigorous ecumenical movement. The circumstances were more favourable then than now but it ended in a deadlock. I have told the story in the following pages.


In ‘The Bishop’ I write of an eighteenth-century young man, agreeable and popular, who could not resist the fleshpots of an ascendancy he knew to be doomed.


In ‘The Eggman and the Fairies’ the Captains and the Kings have all but gone and taken with them their sophistication and learning, their love of their home and their self-knowledge by means of which what looked irremediable might have been remedied. The Clearys in their cruel innocence and isolation could only escape from poverty and ignorance into fairyland.


Most of the other Irish pieces are self-explanatory.




 





When I was thirty-one and Soviet Russia was fifteen years old I taught English for a term in Leningrad. I was very happy there and would like to have stayed longer but the pull of my home and those I loved was too strong for me. I came back with as little understanding of Marxism and Communism as I went but I made many friends whom I still remember with affection. There was a multitude of small misunderstandings and difficulties but they all counted for nothing compared with the imaginative kindness with which I was welcomed. In ‘Peter’s Window’ I tell the story of that time.


Men and women are surely more important than the systems in which they imprison themselves. Yet it is not easy to disentangle ourselves and to commit ourselves unreservedly to personal relations. Organized religion cannot liberate us for it is a system too, and there is nothing more bitter than the conflict of two religious systems, as I have found both in my own country and the foreign country I know best, Yugoslavia.


Three years after I returned from Russia I went to teach in Zagreb in the Anglo-American-Yugoslav Society. It had been founded by my friend, Dr Milan Churchin, the editor of Nova Europa, the leading liberal journal of Central Europe, and by Dr Georgievitch, the Orthodox Bishop of Dalmatia. I also had a small scholarship from the School of Slavonic Studies in London.


Yugoslavia had been born in 1918 after the defeat of Austria-Hungary and the rise of the Succession States. For the southern Slavs it was the fulfilment of an ancient dream of harmony between four neighbouring and kindred peoples. I was at Oxford then and there was springtime in the air. There were Serbs, Croats and Czechs, there were Irish too, all rejoicing in their new-found freedom. We all had minority problems and I was surprised that Ireland, least scarred by war, did not identify herself with the other small new states more warmly, share experiences and take the lead for which she was qualified. The Croats knew about Ulster and some of them talked of Croatia, ruefully, as ‘the Ulster of Yugoslavia’. This needed a readjustment of roles, but one knew what they meant. They were Catholics and to them Zagreb, the Croatian capital, was ‘a little Vienna’. They wondered how they would fare in union with the more primitive Serbian Orthodox, who had fought for freedom while they had mostly fought for Austria-Hungary.


The day we arrived in Zagreb, 9 October 1934, news had just come that King Alexander, a Serb, had, with Barthou the French Foreign Minister, been assassinated in Marseilles by agents of the separatist Croat leader, Pavelitch. Zagreb was plunged in well-organized mourning with portraits of the king surrounded by black crape in the shop-windows and black bows on the funnels of the railway engines. Two days later the king’s body arrived from Split, where it had been shipped from Marseilles on its way to Belgrade. It lay for a couple of hours, surrounded by pot-plants, in the first class waiting-room at the station, where it was visited by mile-long processions. One of those who prayed beside the royal coffin was Archbishop Bauer, the Catholic Primate, accompanied by his Auxiliary Monsignor Stepinac.


During our time in Yugoslavia the shadow of the assassination hung over the whole country. Hitler had come to power in Germany and Jewish refugees were flocking to the Dalmatian coast. In Italy and Hungary, Pavelitch and his helper, Artukovitch, were training the army of the Croat rebels, who were, in 1941, to sweep into Yugoslavia with the Nazis and proclaim the Independent State of Croatia.


And yet my recollections are of peace and beauty. There was almost no traffic in Yelachitch Trg, the central square. Fat amethyst pigeons strutted through the market stalls looking for pickings and panicking when the church bells rang. The scent of mimosa and wood-smoke, holy candles and freshly tanned leather drowned the faint whiff of petrol. On Sunday, we walked up Slijeme Mountain, where wild cyclamen and hellebore grew through the beech woods. In our room I rooted oleander cuttings in bottles between the double windows. And when my pupils were on holiday I wrote down the story of Mr Pfeffer.


Zagreb, in the thirties, was a very cultivated little town; it had an opera house and theatres, and there were still remnants of an Austrianized aristocracy in the leafy suburbs. Dalmatia was Italianate and Belgrade was still largely Turkish in character. When one went south and penetrated to Montenegro, one seemed to pass from our cruel, complicated century to an earlier one, just as cruel, where each man was responsible to his neighbours for his crimes and where organized twentieth-century barbarity had not yet emerged. Possibly in ‘The Last Izmirenje’ I have idealized what I saw. To know what Montenegro was really like you must read Djilas’s superb autobiography, Land Without Justice’ (1958).


The war came and Yugoslavia was carved up by Germany and her allies. Croatia, which had not resisted the Nazis, was rewarded with her Independent State under the rule of Pavelitch, King Alexander’s convicted murderer.


Then in Zagreb an Aeschylean tragedy was enacted. The same young priest who had stood beside the coffin of his murdered king, reappeared before his countrymen as Archbishop at the right hand of his king’s assassin, helpless in the face of Pavelitch’s resolve to exterminate the Orthodox by expulsion, massacre or forced conversion. Unhappy but icily correct, Stepinac considered himself to be the servant of a power that is higher than the king or his murderer, and one that has rules for every occasion. His conscience was clear.


Violence came a second time to the city. Caring neither for king nor priest nor pope nor assassin, the Communists swept in, resolved to make all things new. I have written about this period in my two pieces, ‘The Sub-Prefect Should Have Held His Tongue’ and ‘The Artukovitch File’, yet I would like here to recall the historical background to the events I have described. There are three great sources of power and influence in Eastern and Central Europe: Roman Catholicism, Byzantine Orthodoxy and Communism. Orthodoxy, which broke away from Rome five centuries before the Protestant Reformation, was once, with its Patriarch magnificently enthroned at Constantinople, the rival of Rome in power and splendour. Now the Orthodox Church is a shadow of its former self. With Saint Sophia a secular museum, the Patriarch lives on sufferance from the Turks in a small quarter of Istanbul. Since the Russian Revolution the other Patriarchs over whom he reigns as primus inter pares are weak and scattered. Communist Moscow threatens them from the East and the Catholic powers from the West. Those Russian Orthodox who survived beyond the borders of Tsarist Russia and later the Soviet State, have had to fight for their faith and culture against the politico-religious scheming of Austria-Hungary and her successors, Czechoslovakia and Poland.


A powerful instrument in this little-known stuggle is the Uniat Church, devised by King Sigismund III of Poland and the Pope in the sixteenth century to attract the peasants of the eastern border-lands away from Orthodoxy. The Orthodox received into this Church retained their ritual and their married clergy but Rome, not Moscow, became the focus of their obedience.


This Uniat Church has been used many times in our century by the Western Powers for political purposes. At the beginning of the war in 1914, when the Austrians were advancing against the Russian Ukraine, a detailed memorandum about its occupation was formulated by the Uniat Archbishop, Count Szepticky of Lemberg in Austrian Galicia. Apart from the military and juridical arrangements, the Orthodox Church in the new Protectorate was to be detached from the Moscow Patriarchate and subjected to Szepticky himself, as Uniat Metropolitan. Prayers for the Tsar were to be forbidden and prayers for the Emperor substituted. The Muscovite saints were to be eliminated from the calendar. The new Prince of the Ukraine was to be Archduke Wilhelm, who had changed his name to Vasily, learnt Ukrainian and wore an embroidered Ukrainian tunic. But the Russians struck back, occupied Lemberg, arrested the Archbishop and published the Memorandum in the Petrograd papers. Soon after this the Revolution occurred.


In the Second World War the Uniat Church was active in Croatia; in 1941-2 Dr Shimrak, the Uniat Bishop, played a notable part in the campaign for the conversion of the Orthodox.


For many years the Czechs and Slovaks used the Uniats to secure and, if possible, extend their eastern frontier, where Carpatho-Russian Orthodox were settled along the Ukrainian border. They revived for themselves the old Austro-Hungarian dream of a vast Ukrainian protectorate and for this purpose rechristened Carpatho-Russian ‘Carpatho-Ukraine’ and supported the Uniats against the Orthodox. The story of this often violent struggle has been told month by month in Svobodnoye Slovo (Free Word), the organ of the many émigré Carpatho-Russian Orthodox in the USA.


In Europe it is now only in Greece that a free Orthodox Church survives. When in 1964 there was a friendly meeting in the Holy Land between the Pope and the titular head of the Orthodox Church (the Patriarch in Constantinople), Chrysostom, the Primate of Greece, and his bishops refused to participate and even asked for the dissolution of the Uniat Church. The world was shocked that when all Christendom is craving for unity the Primate of Greece could be so intransigent, yet it is intelligible enough. The Greeks are the countrymen of Aesop, who wrote so many fables about small animals to whom large ones made friendly overtures. It is natural for them to dread the Uniat embrace.


Should we involve ourselves with complex happenings in far countries? Sometimes we have to, but we misinterpret them at our peril.


On May Day 1949 a crowd of 150,000, said to be the largest ever seen in Dublin, assembled in O’Connell Street to protest against the imprisonment of Archbishop Stepinac of Yugoslavia and a Hungarian Cardinal Mindszenty. There were bands, speeches, telegrams, women fainted and a young man, wrongly suspected of distributing Communist leaflsts, was struck on the head and taken to hospital.


In America there were even greater demonstrations and many thought that with so righteous a cause, and Russia still weak after the Nazi invasion, the moment for a third world war had arrived.


I know nothing about Cardinal Mindszenty but I knew that the struggle in which Stepinac was involved was totally misconceived. It was a pre-Communist and inter-Christian one. As in Ireland, race and religion go together, Catholic Croat confronted Orthodox Serb and Hitler’s war had triggered off a massacre of the Orthodox by the Catholics. Hugh Seton-Watson, the well-known historian of Central Europe, wrote in 1945: ‘The Communists saved Yugoslavia from a bloody civil war on racial lines, which would have been inevitable, if Mihailovitch [the Serbian Orthodox general] had come to power’.* This is something which in Ireland we would be reluctant to believe. Who could wish a Communist solution to our own racial and religious problems?


We live and think under a nuclear cloud and stretch our brains, built for solving human problems, into thinking cosmically. If sooner or later they fail us, friend and enemy will be destroyed together. How soon can we return to being men, not human adjuncts to machines, and handle again man-sized problems? How soon can we escape from the anthill which we have built round ourselves?




* Hugh Seton-Watson, Nationalism and Communism (London 1945), p. 90.
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Like circles raised in the water by the impulse of a heavy body, our social duties, as they expand, grow fainter…. The love and service of our country is perhaps the widest circle in which we can hope to display an active benevolence…. If every man were to devote his powers to the service of his country, mankind would be universally served.


CHARLEMONT
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HENRY AND FRANCES





One afternoon fourteen or fifteen years ago we were cataloguing the library of our neighbour, Miss Power of Kilfane. It is a long beautiful room with tall windows between the bookcases looking on to a sweep of green lawn and beyond it a classically planted park. The library with its great fire was a delightful place in which to work or shirk work and we found ourselves too often sinking into luxurious arm-chairs and reading the books we were supposed to be cataloguing. Most of them were collected in the eighteenth and early nineteenth century and the family had two ruling passions, Art and Sport. The Kilkenny Theatre and the Kilkenny Hunt were their creations but the first of their two enthusiasms evaporated when the Theatre closed its doors in 1819 and when soon afterwards its founder, Richard Power, died. John Power’s hunt still flourishes but the literature of hunting is not large and only a few books appear to have been added to the shelves in Victorian times. In his day, Richard Power filled his bookshelves not only with a unique collection of plays; he had also a fine store of essays, biographies and political pamphlets. I was cataloguing these books when, on one occasion, I took down four small volumes dated 1770. They were called A Series of Genuine Letters between Henry and Frances, but they had no author’s name and I searched the pages for a clue. Some of the letters were dated from Kilfane and some from Farmley, where Henry Flood, the orator, lived; I exclaimed aloud when I discovered that many of the letters were dated from my own home, six miles away. Maidenhall is a small unpretentious Georgian house and I knew nothing of its history in the eighteenth century for my great grandfather did not come to the district till 1800 or later, but to the best of my knowledge it was built about 1745. Then I remembered having seen the name Griffith on an old Title Deed. I borrowed the books to compare dates and make what inferences I could from the letters themselves. I was fascinated by the supple and often witty prose and successfully placed the authors, for there were two of them, Richard Griffith (Henry), and his wife, Elizabeth (Frances), who lived here and built this house over two hundred years ago.


The letters are disappointingly meagre about the ordinary social life of Bennettsbridge and Kilkenny; they mainly deal with the complicated, uneasy love affair of Henry and Frances. The Griffiths were a learned and cultivated couple, who for some reason to which they only allude mysteriously, had first to delay then to conceal their marriage for several years. Possibly delays and dissimulations were caused by money difficulties or a disapproving relative but I think it more likely that Frances’ pride was the hindrance. Henry did not consider it necessary to be faithful to her and wrote to her about his infidelities in an aloof, philosophical way. For example, he had told her how his maid Nancy had had to be dismissed because she made such a scene about being supplanted in his affections by Sally. Frances tried to reply with equal philosophy but probably her heart was not in it:




As for the affair of Nancy and Sally, it is of no farther consequence to me than if James and the Coachman had been the Disputants. Nor did I mention my Opinion of Sally with any Design; for you may easily conceive that it is a matter of Indifference to me whether your present favourite was called Sarah or Anne; for while I am in possession of the Jewel that is lodged within I care not who holds the Casket.






O free for ever be his eye,


Whose heart to me is always true.











Her biographer, Miss Tomkins, has discovered an ingenious sentence in Frances’s novel, The History of Lady Barton, which suggests a different outlook and may throw light on the postponement of the marriage. ‘There is something extremely indelicate in professing a Passion for a virtuous Woman before we have undergone a sufficient Quarantine after the Contagion of an abandoned one, and Man in such a Situation resembles a Centaur, half-human and half-brute.’


Perhaps she was waiting till Henry had been purged by time of all those earlier contagions before she would acknowledge him as her husband.


Henry lived at Maidenhall, farming and building a flaxmill, Frances stayed with her old aunt at Abbey Street, Dublin, and later in lodgings in Chapelizod. Now and again, heavily chaperoned, she paid visits to her husband at Maidenhall. Before they published their letters they must have pruned them drastically, because though they are certainly genuine letters they contain very few of those trivial accounts of everyday life which the originals must certainly have had and which we would today find so enthralling. In the first edition the Irish place-names had been changed to English, so that the polite eye should not be offended by our barbarous nomenclature. Though frank about his morals he is fastidiously evasive about his occupation and finances, and it is only by inference and reference to other works that we find why he paid visits to country houses round Kilkenny and what happened to his flax mills.


He was doing some electioneering work, though for whom he was canvassing I do not know; as for the flax mills, he had got a grant from parliament for starting linen-manufacture on the Nore and in the expectation of a larger one he had built his factory and the house of Maidenhall. Then to set it going he had mortgaged it all. But very soon times changed for the worse, the second grant was withheld and Henry was ruined. It was soon after this that he and his wife decided to publish their letters to see if they could earn by literature what they had lost on linen. They succeeded and she became an immensely popular novelist and the first English translator of Voltaire; he too earned a living by his novels and his philosophical reflections. Most of their original work except the Letters is today unreadable but it charmed their contemporaries. Fanny Burney, after she had been reading The Letters of Henry and Frances, took up The Vicar of Wakefield by a new writer, Oliver Goldsmith, but she tells us she nearly threw it aside after reading a few pages, so disgusted was she with its coarse, indelicate outlook on life and in particular on matrimony; it was a cruel contrast to the ‘so elegantly natural, so unassumingly rational’ tone of the Griffith Letters. In London the Griffiths became well known in the circle of Garrick and Johnson; their little boy, Harry, who in the days of their poverty had to be brought up by his grandmother at Portarlington, became a nabob in India. He returned to Ireland, bought the estate of Millicent in Co. Kildare and played an influential part in Grattan’s Parliament. He was the father of Sir Richard John Griffith, the distinguished geologist and civil engineer. 


Last year I got a letter from a lady in an American university, enquiring about the Griffiths on whom she was writing a thesis. Americans are well known for their choice of recondite subjects for theses, but I was ashamed that this learned couple should be the object of careful researches in Alabama, while I, who lived in their house, knew so little about them. I found that an excellent biographical sketch of them had been published in 1938 by the Cambridge University Press by Miss J. M. S. Tompkins, who had collected much new material from English sources. Naturally it was their late London career that interested her most; for me these few troubled years they spent in Bennettsbridge have by far the greatest appeal.


In those days it was possible for country gentlemen to see their lives in terms of classical analogy and imagery. It was easy enough for Irish landlords who left their latifundia to be administered by agents to picture their estates as ‘rural retreats’ to which they retired like Horace or Cicero from the cares of state to plant trees and study philosophy. They reflected on the vicissitudes of life, its inequalities and injustices, with a freedom that would have seemed to a later generation subversive and disloyal to their class. Henry Flood regarded his substantial estate nearby at Farmley, as ‘Tusculum’, where he relaxed from toil. He had amateur theatricals and lent his support to the revival of interest in the Celtic past. Griffith, though only an unsuccessful mill-owner with a bare 600 acres, modelled himself naturally on these philosophical grandees, calling his tours around his Bennettsbridge farm his ‘Ambarvalia’.


Henry used to attend the Kilkenny assizes and watch with philosophical melancholy the procession of the condemned to the gallows. His contempt for worldly values was of a rather static and literary kind but there are many letters which show him to have been a kindly and original character. He had a peculiar variety of colic, which he treated with opium and horse radish emetic and once or twice with the ‘Hygean waves of Scarborough’. When on a journey his agonies used to arouse so much exasperation and compassion in his fellow passengers that he forced himself to fast. Once at an inn he had three ginger-bread nuts and a pint of white wine and the landlord presented him with a bill for the full dinner. Griffith retaliated by going into the street and calling in an old beggar woman, to whom he insisted that the dinner which he had paid for but not eaten, should be served. ‘She is my stomach,’ he told the furious landlord.


Henry scarcely mentioned his employees or his factory. Before he purchased his machinery he paid a visit of inspection to Smyth’s Linen Factory at Waterford and, for Frances’ benefit, he tried to assimilate this revolutionary spectacle into his rational philosophy. In the mid-eighteenth century Chartism was still far off and machinery seemed capable of liberating Rational Man, a noble and exalted being, from his dependence on other living creatures. The animal nature, unlike machinery, ‘through Caprice is capable of disappointing the Ends of its Creation’. Rational Man, Henry thought, would be made free to contemplate Truth and Beauty and to practise Morality and Religion. ‘The Vulgar Herd, who are insensible to these advantages, I take to be more imperfect instruments than a Windmill or a Loom.’


There is no evidence that Henry and Frances were snobbish or insensitive employers. Henry at least was by no means fastidious in his intimacies. But it seemed to them that the higher pleasures were the fruits of the cultivated understanding and those to whom fortune had denied cultivation were of necessity barren and therefore uninteresting. We hear almost nothing about them.


Last autumn, watching a reaper and binder going round one of his fields with a couple of men accompanying it, I remembered how Henry used to sit among the stooks in a barley-field, writing to Frances and reading Pliny’s Letters. Watching the binders and stackers, he counted forty-seven women and fourteen men. Yet their lives were more remote from him than the lives of the ancient Romans. When his son was born, he wrote to Frances that if it had to be called Pliny he would prefer it to be named after the Younger Pliny than Pliny the Elder, since he would wish it endowed with liveliness rather than learning. Frances too liked to clothe her jokes and reflections in classical dress.


They had great skill in descriptive writing. How could the following account by Henry of a painted ceiling be bettered? ‘A Fricassy of Cherubims with here a Head and there a Leg or an Arm, peeping through the Clouds, which look like a good, rich, thick Sauce poured about them.’


They were wholly unpolitical people. I doubt whether it ever occurred to them that happiness could be brought about by social legislation. Happiness depended on the right ordering of life, on the enjoyment of rational delights, and the consolations afforded by wisdom and learning. In this system religion had an important function since it gave warmth to life, and Henry and Frances tinker with it experimentally like a pair of amateurs trying to coax heat out of an old-fashioned boiler. The principle on which it worked, they were aware, was Belief in God. This, Henry thought, was accessible to Protestants only. ‘The popes of Rome,’ he declared, ‘by assuming to themselves the powers of Binding and Releasing, have long since superseded their God.’ And at the request of a friend of his Henry wrote a strong letter denouncing the Errors of Rome and the Foulness of its Superstitions, its idle Forms and useless Ceremonies.


The occasion for this letter is remarkable. A Roman Catholic neighbour of Henry’s had changed his religion in order to receive an estate valued at £700 per annum. He had been crushed by a letter ‘all fire and brimstone’ from a brother, who was a priest at Bordeaux, and he had asked Henry to compose a reply for him. Henry reproduces his reply of which he was evidently proud. It could only have been written in the Age of Reason, when a Rational Argument was a weapon which could be adapted to every circumstance. It can justify apostacy for £700 per annum and is equally formidable whether it comes from the brain of the apostate or the friend who impersonates him. Henry was too volatile to be called a humbug; he could not deceive himself for long. He was an experimentalist and would quickly have revolted against his own arguments if anyone had imposed them on him as dogma.


‘Our Religion,’ Henry wrote, ‘is deduced from the plain Text of the Scriptures, yours from the sophistical Comments of the Priests. When a Priest once asked a Protestant, where his Religion was before Luther, he answered humorously but not less justly by asking him where was his Face before it was washed?’


He was as satisfied when his speculations led him to an orthodox conclusion as a patience player, when his patience comes out. Riding, once, towards the Castlecomer hills from Maidenhall, he saw the horizon flushed with fire so that he thought the coal seams were ablaze and that the whole earth was burning. He learnt from a passer-by that it was some natural exhalation of the heathy soil but he fell to meditating on the Last Conflagration which is prophesied in the Scriptures. At last it seemed to him that he had found a way of reconciling Religion and the Philosophy of Nature. His explanation is ingenious rather than convincing. It concerns the extra weight of the earth due to God’s Creation of Living Things. Bodies attract in proportion to the weight of matter in them. The centripetal by degrees overcomes the centrifugal and the earth rushes into the sun. Hence the conflagration. About this argument Henry said rather smugly: ‘As I am not quite orthodox, on some points, I own that I heartily rejoice when I can make amends on others.’


Henry believed in resurrection of the body, but he elaborated this sombre belief with private fancies of his own. He often meditated how his body could best be disposed of so that its elements could be converted into some other animate being or beings with the greatest speed and economy. Mummification he held in horror. ‘I could not bear the Thought of lying a moment Idle, alive or dead.’ Burning he could tolerate, provided it were not in an ‘Asbesto Shroud’. But best of all, he said, ‘I would chose to be devoured by Beasts, as by that means, I should more immediately become Part of Living Animals.’ He preferred dogs and among dogs he chose a mastiff for its courage, a hound for its sagacity and a spaniel for its fidelity.


Even before his financial crash they were finding life in the countryside lonely and unsatisfying. When Frances was away, he now had no friend to console him for her absence at Maidenhall, save a ‘low-spirited cat’ called Sultana Puss. ‘Her nerves,’ he said, ‘are so weak (which I attribute to her drinking tea in a morning without Eating), that the least loud Word sets her trembling; so that I dare not chide an awkward Housemaid for fear of putting Madam into her Hysterics.’


On his visits to country houses, Henry was continually affronted by the spectacle of ‘bookless, sauntering Youth’. ‘Before this century shall be closed,’ he wrote, ‘it is not impossible that anyone who can commit a Speech or a Sentence to Writing will pass for a Conjurer, who can paint his Thoughts on Paper.’ And to Frances he wrote, ‘Your Sense, your Principle and your Taste are thrown away upon the Deaf Adder and the very Seeds of them all stifled in the Growth or buried like a bad Ploughman’s Grain by Clods of Earth laid over them.’ In another letter he compares her writings ‘to certain rich Essences which only affect the finest Capillaries’. Their neighbours were sociable enough but without fine capillaries and, thinking of their tedious visits, Henry said, ‘Momus very justly found fault with the Construction of a House, because it had no Wheels to be moved by when the Situation became uneasy.’


At last Henry gave up Maidenhall, which he had loved so much. He told Frances how riding home from Dublin, when his decision was made, his impatience to see it grew at every mile. ‘The thoughts of quitting it have the more attendered me towards it. If I thought there was a Naiad or a Dryad in the Place who would lament my absence, I should sacrifice my Interests to my Superstition; but my Religion teaches me that wherever we go our Guardian Angel accompanies us. I think I but obey its Call whenever I change my Situation to my Advantage.’


The Griffiths often indulged romantic dreams but they held them under control, submitting themselves constantly to calm and ruthless examination. It is rumoured that their marriage ended in separation, but, even if this were true, I doubt whether either of them would have considered it an ill-advised marriage. Continually at every stage they had tested the flavour of their relationship and found it good. It can only have been the dregs that they jettisoned.


But his marriage was still recent and wholly satisfying when Henry left Maidenhall. He must have felt that a turning-point in his life had been reached and that a rather more solemn self analysis than he had hitherto attempted should be undertaken. On leaving the house he made a will in favour of Frances and her infant son and wrote upon the wrapper the reasons for his marriage and his theological beliefs.




I was not overreached into this Match by Art nor hurried into it by Passion, but, from long experience of her Sense and Worth, I reasoned myself into it… I found that I had so engaged her Affections that no other Man could make her happy and so dallied with her Character, that only myself could repair it… I am in my Religion a Christian; but of the Arian heresy as it is stiled by bigotted Councils. I was for many years a Deist, till Dr. Clayton, Bishop of Clogher, his Essay on Spirit and subsequent Writings on the same Subject had reconciled the doctrine of the Trinity to human reason and metaphysical science.






Humanum est errare et nescire;


Ens Entium, miserere mei.











Last year the Nore flooded, as it so often does, and flattened out the remaining wall of Griffith’s flaxmill, which has been used for some generations as a boundary fence. The mill-stream has long been choked up and it was only quite lately that poking  about on the banks of the river I found traces of its stone-built sides. The cottages that housed the mill-hands as well as the sixty-one harvesters have gone without trace, but the elm trees which Henry planted are still standing. As for Maidenhall, it has not changed very much; its successive owners have always been poor and never had the money to make many of those lavish improvements which were admired in Victorian times.


[1950]
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Réproduction d’une carte manuscrite du Waterford-Shire et du territoire offert aux émigrés Genevois de 1782. (Bulletin de L’Institut National Genevois, Tome XXXIX, Genève 1909.)




























2




[image: ]





NEW GENEVA IN WATERFORD





The little fishing village of Passage lies on the west bank of the Suir, between Dunmore East and Waterford. It still retains a rather special air of antiquity and distinction, but I do not think that many of those who live around it realize how near it once was to becoming the centre of a large and flourishing city with academies of sciences and the arts and many thriving industries. The city was a dream of the late eighteenth century, but a dream that came very near to realization. In Ireland itself very little if anything has been written upon this project, but here in Geneva, the mother-city of this future town, I have found much of interest in the archives of the Hôtel de Ville, where the records of the City Council and many documents relating to its history are scrupulously preserved. There are minutes and letters and biographies; there is even a plan of the New Geneva on the Suir.


Why was the plan conceived, why did it fail? I will try to compress into a few paragraphs a complicated story which is woven out of the troubled history of two small states. In the last decade but one of the eighteenth century the City of Geneva was in ferment. It had a conservative aristocracy and also a prosperous and ambitious middle-class, which had been deeply affected by the liberal ideas of the time. Rousseau himself had been a citizen of Geneva, and Voltaire at Ferney had lived only a few miles away. Geneva was a hot-bed of humanitarian thinking, very disquieting to its rulers and also to its neighbours in the Kingdoms of France and Savoy. In 1768, at a time of similar commotion in Geneva, Rousseau had given the following advice:




There is a last course left for you to take. Instead of staining your hands with the blood of your compatriots, you can abandon these walls, which should have been the refuge of liberty and now are to become the resort of tyrants. All, all together, in the broad daylight, you may leave the town, your wives and your children in your midst, and, since men must wear chains, you can go and wear the chains of a great Prince, rather than the hateful and unbearable yoke of your equals (Dardier, Esaic Gasc).





In 1782 the troubles culminated in a small but bloodless revolution: the middle-class représentants overthrew and imprisoned the aristocratic council. But in a very short time the council was restored to power by a joint invasion of the armies of France, Savoy, and the canton of Berne. The disciples of Rousseau and the advocates of democratic ideas were thrown into despair… they decided that the only hope for their afflicted city was for the democrats to emigrate in a body bearing with them the crafts and craftsmen, chief among whom were the watchmakers. On them the prosperity of Geneva was based. In those days, in so many ways wiser than ours, refugees were welcomed, and invitations to the Genevese rebels came from many of the princes of Europe, from the Grand Duke of Tuscany, and the Elector Palatine, from the Landgrave of Hesse-Homburg, and finally, through the medium of an English republican and great friend of Geneva, Lord Mahon, from George III of England. I believe it was the Genevese themselves who pressed that their colony should be in Ireland rather than in England. In England they feared the jealousy of the English watchmakers, also the competitive claims on English sympathies of the loyalist refugees from the War of Independence in America. Moreover, Ireland was at that time also entering a period of generous idealism and enthusiasm. It was the year of the Convention of Dungannon, when the Volunteer Army was formed, which extorted from England those concessions which made Grattan’s Parliament possible. On 3 October the Dublin Volunteers (commanded by Lieut.-General Henry Grattan) assembled at the Royal Exchange and passed resolutions to the effect that ‘Irishmen armed for the defence of their constitution and liberties ought naturally to be attached to every country or body of men, armed for the defence of a like glorious cause… Therefore, the virtuous Genevese had the most lively claim on their pity … and should be received among them as brothers and friends.’


The Duke of Leinster, the Commander of the Southern Branch of the Volunteers, himself offered 2000 acres to the Genevese, and accommodation for 100 in Leinster Lodge till their houses had been built. Lord Ely, offering them land in Wexford, explained that he was quite disintererested.




I am already extremely rich… I wish to benefit the most enlightened people in the universe, the first Protestant colony on earth. When I am called to leave this earth, I shall repose with the serenity worthy of a man who knows that in giving happiness to you, he has reared a monument more durable than marble and shaped by the most able artist.





The newspapers of the time and the speeches of the Volunteers were filled with eulogies of the ‘virtuous Genevese’, who had ‘stood up like Catos against Tyrants’. Some of them were given honorary rank in the Volunteer regiments. However, it was not the Duke of Leinster’s land near Athy which was ultimately chosen, but some confiscated property near Waterford Harbour which belonged to the British Government. Lord Temple, the Viceroy, favoured the project, and a grant of £50,000 as well as 11,000 acres, including the town of Passage, was decreed. From this sum the transport of the citizens’ families from Geneva was to be paid and the building of the town was to be started.


There is no need to question the sincerity of the Volunteers, but on the generous motives of the British Government Swiss writers have cast a doubt. The County of Waterford was at that time disturbed by the activities of the White Boys (les enfants blancs), and the sinister John Beresford, one of the architects of the Union, was not only a large landowner in the district, but also a member of the commission of the Genevan settlement. Lord Temple himself, in a letter to a friend, explains why a southern rather than a northern site was chosen. ‘I wished to remove them from the Northern Republicans and to place them where they might make an essential reform in the religion, industry and manners of the south.’ The Genevans interpreted their rôle differently. ‘We must not overlook the need to conciliate the poor, who cultivate the soil that is offered to us,’ wrote Clavière, one of the Genevan Commissioners. ‘The greed and harshness of the great landowners have made the tenants violent and irritable. That is the reason for the disorders of which you have heard. They are in revolt against treachery and abominable outrage. If we behave well we shall gain their confidence.’


A group of Genevans arrived in Ireland and rapid progress was made. An engineer visited the site and made plans for a water supply and a cotton factory and a laundry. At the start there were to be 50 houses, a communal bakery and an inn; there were to be a tannery and a paper factory. There was to be a big square in which was to stand a university which it was hoped would attract, like the Academy of Sciences at Geneva, scholars from all over Europe. It was to have 44 professors and assistants and to cost £4554 per annum. In the plan of the settlement, a dotted line runs from Passage to the base of the Creden Head, including nearly 1000 acres of tidal land described as ‘sables à conquérir sur la mer’. Today the tide still sweeps in as it has always done, across the great curve of Woodstown Strand, but Swiss engineers were celebrated even then and it is possible that their ambitious project would have been realized.


One of the Genevese members of the Commission, Ami Melly, went back to rally the refugees who were assembled at Neuchâtel, and to summon the disaffected watchmakers to emigrate. Four of the principal watchmakers employed 2000 workmen, and their displacement would naturally be a serious blow to the city. Melly had taken the precaution of securing Irish citizenship, but even so he was clapped into gaol by the rulers of Geneva. He was tried, and despite the protests of the British Government and the personal support of two Irishmen – James Butler, Lord Cahir, and another – he was sentenced to a long term of imprisonment. However, he escaped on a rope of knotted sheets and rejoined the refugees at Neuchâtel. The warder who looked after Melly was arrested. It is characteristic of Swiss scrupulousness and attention to detail that he was punished, not only for conniving at Melly’s escape, but also for stealing two of his shirts.


There is a long poem of the period dealing with the escape and describing how Melly was led out of prison by an angel. Though there was a ‘Nouvelle Genève’ printing press at Waterford, which published some French poems, I think this one is more likely to have been printed at Neuchâtel than in Ireland. The poet, not a very good one, exhorts the Genevese craftsmen and scholars to follow Melly to Waterford.






Pour vous, pour vos enfants une ville s’éléve,


Déjà l’on voit bâtir la Nouvelle Genève!


C’est là que le bonheur, que la prosperité


Vous attendent sans doute avec la liberté,


Aux bords da Suir en Cook, Dublin vous favorise.


Par differens moyens Georges vous est propice. (Rivoire, 2668) 








Readers will be puzzled to know what Cook had to do with it till it is recalled that the old Templars’ Castle of Crook was included in the land granted to the Genevese.


Melly had had a discouraging reception from the watchmakers. They were beginning to get used to the new régime, and to dread the hazards of the journey to Ireland. The outlook for New Geneva was not so promising. All the same, in July 1784, Mr Cuffe, an Irish enthusiast, laid the foundation stone of the projected city. On it was a bronze plaque inscribed with the date, and the reason for the settlement. In a large tent over the spot where a statue of Lord Temple was to be erected, a fête was given to the burgesses of Waterford.


Six weeks later both the Government and the Genevese representatives had decided to abandon the plan – New Geneva never came into being. A few Genevese settlers remained in Waterford, but the majority scattered over Europe waiting for better times to return to their city. The watchmakers never stirred.


Why did the plan collapse? The Genevans attributed it to a change of Viceroy and Government policy. The serious Lord Temple had sponsored the scheme but ‘the virtuous Genevese’ were not to the liking of the gay Duke of Rutland. Moreover, George III began to distrust the Genevese rebels. The aristocratic party at Geneva had a capable representative in London, M. Saladin, a connection by marriage of an English earl. He managed to persuade the Government that Melly, though he might be an Irish citizen, had a wife and family in Geneva, as well as a house and shop. His attempt to cause a widespread emigration of wealth and skill from his native town could not be overlooked. George III, recovering from his momentary sympathy with the Genevese rebels, for which Charles James Fox had been principally responsible, exchanged courtly compliments in royal Latin with their oppressors: ‘Pacem tandem recuperavisse,’ he wrote, ‘atque sublata anarchia vestram administrationem stabilivise lubenter intelleximus.’ And he signed himself, ‘Vester bonus amicus, Georgius R.’


Louis XVI’s agents were working hard to frustrate the emigration. As for the local magnates of Waterford, they found that the Genevans were expecting a far more liberal system of franchise than was current in Ireland. In a very short time, if it was granted, the safe seats of the landlords would be in peril. To others it appeared unwise to establish a body of foreign republicans at the mouth of the Waterford river right opposite Duncannon Fort. Could they be relied on in the event of invasion?


To add to their difficulties, the idealistic leaders in Neuchâtel and in Ireland were beginning to quarrel among themselves, and the Genevese merchants were less and less inclined to give up their comfortable homes and businesses and venture into the unknown. Some time before they had all re-opened their shops. Jean Gosse, the bookseller, had written to his son who was a refugee dreaming of Ireland: ‘The troops whose drumming I could not endure do not now seem such devils after all.’ Another of the représentants, Etienne Dumont, whose name is still borne by one of the streets in old Geneva, wrote: ‘Il faudrait pour ranimer notre zêle quelques nouvelles decisions sur notre chère Irelandé.’ Worse than all this, a solicitor, Richards, came back from Ireland to Geneva, ‘cruelly deceived in his hopes’, and begging for bread for his seven children.


Pensions and jobs were found for some of the disappointed refugees. Of the leaders, several were later to make a considerable mark in history, and it cannot be too much emphasised that they represented the real intellectual élite of Geneva. Their boast that they could transfer the intellectual life of Geneva to Ireland was not an idle one. H. A. Gosse, one of those interested, was the founder of ‘The Academy of Natural Sciences’, and his bust now stands outside Geneva University. Etienne Dumont played a prominent part in French politics before the revolution, and assisted Mirabeau with his speeches. Clavière, whose words I have quoted, became a Girondin leader and took his life to avoid the guillotine. D’Ivernois, the leader of the emigration, later succeeded in interesting Jefferson in the project of transferring the Genevan Academy to the USA. Here, too, he failed, but he was later, as Sir Francis d’Ivernois, to play a significant part in British diplomacy.


Ami Melly was the leader of the watchmaking, as opposed to the intellectual branch of the emigration. When Ireland failed him, he obtained the consent of the liberal Emperor Joseph II to set up a colony of Genevan watchmakers in the city of Constance, The interesting story of this refugee settlement is told in M. Chapuisat’s Figures et choses d’autrèfois (1920). Du Roveray, Gasc, Ringler are well-known names in Genevese history, which are also associated with the emigration to Waterford. There is a list of the emigrants in the archives of the Château de Crans, near Geneva, the home of the Saladin family, but it is not at present accessible.


Other books and papers in which the emigration is discussed are:






Sir Francis d’Ivernois by O. Kamin.


Henri-Albert Gosse by M’lle. Plan.


La Prise d’Armes de 1782 by E. Chapuisat.


Lettres de Jean Roget à Samuel Romily (1911).


Rivoire, 2530. Pièces relatives à l’asyle offerte aux Genevois en Irlande.








The original of the accompanying map is in the Papiers Gosse in the Geneva University Library.


For many years blocks of stone lay about on the abandoned site. It was proposed to colonize it with American loyalists. Finally, the New Geneva, which was to have been an example to Ireland of the triumph of freedom and democracy, became a prison for Irish patriots.


New Geneva may have dropped out of Irish history, but its name is familiar to all in the old song, ‘The Croppy Boy’.


However mixed may have been the motives of the British and Irish Governments in encouraging the Genevan colony, it is hard not to regret its failure. The new city was to lie on the very edge of Wexford County, where sixteen years later, in 1798, Irish rebels were to fight a last desperate battle. Those sober and thrifty disciples of Rousseau and champions of liberty would surely have exercised a moderating influence on the fierce passion aroused by the struggle. In all their dealings they spoke and wrote with friendliness and understanding of the Irish people among whom they were to settle.


In telling this story I have used only such material as I have found in the archives at Geneva, and also the work of the eighteenth-century German traveller, Kütter, Briefe über Irland, in the National Library, Dublin. A closer investigation of Irish sources would certainly throw fresh light on the sad catastrophe that befell the New Geneva.


[1947]
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