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… A square black figure whom the horizon understood –


My father. Who for all his responsibly compiled


Account books of a devout, precise routine


Kept something in him solitary and wild…




 





from ‘The Strand’ (1945) by Louis MacNeice
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The following are found between pages 120 and 121.


1. Frederick McNeice with his parents, family and associates, Clonsilla, Co. Dublin, late 1890s.


2. Frederick and Ferguson John McNeice, Belfast, early 1900s.


3. Frederick and Lily McNeice, c.1902.


4. Lily McNeice with dog and book, Carrickfergus, Co. Antrim, c.1910.


5. Elizabeth McNeice, Belfast, c.1912.


6. Louis and Elizabeth McNeice, 1910.


7. Frederick McNeice, rectory garden, Carrickfergus, Co. Antrim, c.1910.


8. Louis and Beatrice MacNeice, rectory garden, c.1917.


9. Archie White, Carrickfergus gardener and Orangeman, c.1910.


10. Beatrice MacNeice outside the rectory, Carrickfergus, Co. Antrim, c.1920.


11. Frederick MacNeice bidding farewell to wartime troops, Carrickfergus station, c.1914.


12. Opening of Hayes Memorial Hall, Dundela, Belfast, 12 Oct. 1929.


13. Wedding party for Elizabeth and John Nicholson, 18 Oct. 1928.


14. Louis MacNeice with Mary Pilkington, Hugh Davies and Barbara Nicholson, at the wedding of Elizabeth and John Nicholson, 18 Oct. 1928 (74 Limestone Rd, Belfast).


15. Frederick MacNeice at Spitzbergen, Norway, July 1928.


16. Frederick MacNeice with islander, Omey Strand, Co. Galway, Aug. 1930.




 





The following are found between pages 184 and 185.


17. Loading sheep, Illaunakeegher, Co. Galway, 29 Aug. 1930.


18. Loading turf, Omey Island, Co. Galway, Aug. 1930.


19. Domestic staff at Bishopsgrove, including Rebecca Shaw with dog, c.1932.


20. Louis and Mary MacNeice and unidentified guests visiting Bishopsgrove, Waterford, c.1932.


21. Beatrice, Mary and Louis MacNeice at Bishopsgrove, 25 Aug. 1932.


22. Frederick and Beatrice MacNeice visiting the former episcopal palace, Waterford, 15 May 1931.


23. Sophie Popper, Daniel and Frederick MacNeice with motorcade, near Cushendun, Co. Antrim, 1939.


24. Beatrice MacNeice with chauffeur, late 1930s.


25. Frederick and Beatrice MacNeice on tour, late 1930s.


26. Daniel and Frederick MacNeice at Cushendall, Co. Antrim, 1937.


27. Frederick MacNeice on the patio at Bishop’s House, Malone Rd, Belfast, late 1930s.


28. Beatrice and William MacNeice outside Bishop’s House, late 1930s.


29. Louis and Daniel MacNeice at Bishop’s House, c.1938.


30. Receiving the Duke of Gloucester at St Anne’s, Belfast, 1938.


31. Frederick MacNeice with Gladstone bag, date unknown.


32. Frederick MacNeice in regalia, c.1938.


33. Effigy of Frederick MacNeice as Bishop of Cashel, St Nicholas’s Church, Carrickfergus, Co. Antrim.
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1. His Son’s Father





I




‘Just another bourgeois liberal, I would have said. Although he was a great Home Ruler, in his day.’ Nick laughed. ‘Not a popular position for a Protestant clergyman, surely?’ ‘Carson hated him. Tried to stop him being made bishop.’ ‘There you are: a fighter.’1





This exchange appears in John Banville’s melodrama The Untouchable (1997), where Victor Maskell (Anthony Blunt’s world-weary double agent, incongruously grafted on to Louis MacNeice’s Irish roots) discusses his father with Nick, another hybrid figure who turns out to be the Fifth or Sixth Man. Banville’s account, though a travesty of what scholars have written about Frederick MacNeice, demonstrates the pervasiveness of his posthumous reputation as an heroic outsider within the ‘Black North’. Critics and biographers concur that Louis MacNeice’s attitudes towards religion, morality, politics, and above all Ireland, were profoundly influenced by those of his clergyman father. Louis was both attracted and repelled by the unity and humanity of his father’s world view, sustained by his serene faith in Christ as peacemaker and reconciler. The rector (later bishop) is almost universally portrayed as a tolerant if puritanical southerner, courageously opposing all forms of sectarianism and violence, abhorring both revolutionary republicanism and Ulster unionism, and supporting Home Rule.2 Admittedly, Frederick MacNeice’s early association with the Society for Irish Church Missions to the Roman Catholics, notorious for its ‘aggressive’ campaign of proselytism in both Connemara and Dublin, casts some doubt upon his liberal and non-sectarian credentials. However, it has been surmised that his parents’ bruising experience of sectarian conflict while missionary teachers on Omey Island, culminating in the family’s fabled flight in 1879, left Frederick (then thirteen years old) with a lifelong detestation of sectarian confrontation and intolerance.3 His mental world as an adult was that of a liberal Protestant nationalist, fundamentally at odds with the political outlook of his congregations and neighbours in Belfast and Carrickfergus.


Louis MacNeice’s supposed childhood experience of alienation within Protestant Ulster is often cited in explaining his youthful repudiation of its values and symbols, his romantic identification with the West of Ireland, and his sympathy with non-violent nationalist and anti-imperialist movements. By this account, while rejecting his father’s religion and morality, Louis paradoxically embraced much of his outlook on Ireland and Irish politics. The rector’s presumed support for Home Rule is crucial to this widely held analysis of the poet’s Irishness and political vision. Yet the supporting evidence is remarkably threadbare, being restricted to assertions by Louis himself, ambiguous utterances by his father in later life, and academic inferences based on possibly misleading extracts from published sermons and addresses. This book will assess the credibility of such interpretations, present fresh evidence indicating a very different political viewpoint, suggest reasons for the subsequent disregard of such evidence, and assess the consequences for our understanding of the poet’s Irishness and for our reading of some of his most celebrated works.


The most authoritative testimony to Frederick’s nationalism is that of his son, whose imaginative and finely embroidered autobiographical writings have been so widely accepted at face value as a reliable factual source: ‘My father was one of the very few Church of Ireland clergymen to be a Home Ruler. This was another reason for despising Co. Antrim and regarding myself as a displaced person. Sometimes this feeling caused an inner conflict in me.’4 Another passage implies that Frederick’s reputation as a Home Ruler was established before 1917, when his second wife was thought ‘very daring’ for having gone ‘so far afield as my father – especially as he was a Home Ruler’.5 These recollections were written in 1940, two decades after Home Rule had ceased to be a practical option (except for six counties of Ulster), and they reflect the 33-year-old poet’s renewed respect for his father and for many aspects of both southern Ireland and Ulster.


It is notable that Louis’s numerous evocations of his boyhood give no particular illustrations of his father’s nationalism, and that (according to Stallworthy) ‘neither his letters home [from preparatory school] nor his parents’ letters to him mention the worsening situation in Ireland’.6 When at home, he appears to have paid little attention to political conversations, for his older sister Elizabeth recalled that ‘there was so much talk in the house about Carson and the covenant that he must have heard it though he never in later years seemed to have memory of doing so. Of course, he heard the history of it later on.’ In his autobiography, Louis vaguely recalled having ‘heard political arguments’ before the Great War, which ‘were all about Orangemen and Home Rulers’. Elizabeth’s punctilious recollections of her parents and brother stop short of attributing nationalism to Frederick, while stating that ‘his political opinions differed widely’ from those of ‘the Northern people whom he served’.7 Louis was surely a less reliable witness to his father’s views. As a child and youth, he was strikingly incurious about most aspects of his father’s career and background. At the age of nineteen, when seeking a passport, he knew so little that he had to ask his stepmother (not, significantly, his father) for ‘the date and locality of Daddie’s birth’.8 It is difficult to avoid the conclusion that Louis’s account of his father’s supposed nationalism was based on adult surmise rather than childhood observation.


It is a curious fact that Frederick MacNeice himself never advocated or endorsed Home Rule in his many published booklets and sermons. As Fauske has guardedly averred, ‘MacNeice had gone to Carrickfergus with a reputation as a Home Ruler, a reputation bolstered by his stance against the Covenant, but of his politics he actually said nothing in public throughout his life.’9 Though not strictly accurate, as we shall show, this assessment highlights the difficulty of defining the political stance of one whose politics were avowedly non-partisan. The only text that has been cited as a direct affirmation of nationalism, as distinct from a disavowal of party politics, is Frederick’s historical sketch of Carrickfergus (1928). In retrospect, he considered that ‘the extension of the franchise in 1884 made inevitable some form of Home Rule for Ireland’, and that subsequent elections ‘surely’ constituted ‘a writing on the wall’. MacNeice went on to dismiss Carson’s initial confidence that resistance in Ulster ‘could defeat, and not simply delay, the whole Home Rule policy’, and to deplore the growing acceptance of partition as the Ulster leaders themselves ‘began to think along Nationalist lines’.10 On the face of it, this analysis demonstrates that Frederick was not merely an opponent of partition, but a pragmatist who accepted, however reluctantly, the necessity for Home Rule. We shall return to the question of whether as a younger man he had indeed, like the prophet Daniel, accurately divined the ominous writing on the wall of Belshazzar’s palace, ‘mene, mene, tekel, upharsin’: ‘MENE; God hath numbered thy kingdom, and brought it to an end. TEKEL; thou art weighed in the balances, and art found wanting. PERES; thy kingdom is divided, and given to the Medes and the Persians’ (Dan. 5: 25–8).


The practical proof of Frederick’s nationalism, liberalism and non-sectarianism, as expounded by a distinguished procession of MacNeicians, relates mainly to four episodes: his public repudiation of the Ulster Covenant in September 1912, his espousal of an ecumenical ‘League of Prayer for Ireland’ between 1920 and 1924, his initiation of a similar campaign in 1935–6 in response to renewed sectarian conflict in Belfast, and his successful resistance in the same period to the government’s proposal that the union flag should officiate perpetually over Carson’s tomb in St Anne’s Cathedral.11 In each case, scholars have drawn inferences from Frederick’s words and actions that are by no means self-evident. Opposition to the Ulster Covenant implied rejection of the threat of violence as a political tool, but not approval of any particular political programme. Collaboration with other Protestant clergymen, in two ecumenical and non-partisan campaigns for reconciliation, was likewise consistent with unionism as well as nationalism. Finally, Frederick’s refusal to sanctify Carson’s legacy in the form of a flag raises the issue of which aspect of Carson’s political career gave offence to his fellow southerner. In order to test the implications of these episodes for our understanding of Frederick MacNeice’s politics, we must first re-examine the historical record.


II


The chapters that follow reveal a more complex, equivocal, and formidable figure than the father evoked by his son’s writings, and hence by the scholars whom those writings have influenced. In his life’s journey from a remote schoolhouse in Connemara to a bishop’s mansion on Belfast’s Malone Road, Frederick MacNeice faced and overcame many challenges. These included chronic poverty, expulsion from his childhood home, social inferiority as an undergraduate, overwork as a novice clergyman in Belfast, initial hostility from two of his congregations, the fearful suffering and early death of his first wife, the mental incapacity and lifelong dependency of his elder son, the nihilistic rebelliousness of his younger son, resistance in the Church to his daring schemes for regeneration, recurrent public controversy, and the destruction of much of his life’s work in the Blitz. Undaunted, he showed remarkable fortitude, patience, political skill, and measured eloquence in negotiating pitfalls and disarming opponents. When confronted by hostile congregations in Belfast and Carrickfergus, he relied on indirect methods to win support. Instead of trying to browbeat sullen loyalists into becoming tolerant, broad-minded evangelicals like himself, he joined Orange and Masonic lodges, accepted office in unionist organizations, and so won the trust of his brethren. Likewise, within the Church of Ireland, his success in redirecting its resources towards working-class Belfast was achieved through cultivating influential Orangemen rather than his liberal but less influential natural allies. At his peak, he seemed an ‘awe-inspiring’ figure,12 one of the few clergymen temperamentally and intellectually equipped to confront and conceivably even stem the inexorable tide of secularism. His mission was nothing less than the salvation of Ireland.


Though Frederick’s basic precepts remained unshaken by these challenges, his analysis of political and sectarian issues was profoundly modified by the eruption of Ulster militancy in 1912 and, most of all, by the Great War. His magnificent and justly renowned pursuit of internationalism, tolerance and peace made it expedient to obscure his previous immersion in opposition to Home Rule and Rome Rule. Yet even in later life, he remained devoted to the British monarchy, empire and constitution, and hostile to many aspects of Roman Catholicism and Irish nationalism. Without actual falsification of the record, he persuaded many observers, not to mention posterity, that he was and always had been liberal, ecumenical and nationalist in his outlook, and therefore an heroic outsider in Ulster. Louis played a major part in propagating this attractive but deceptive image during the last five years of his father’s life and for decades thereafter. By recovering some of the complexities of Frederick’s career, Louis’s upbringing, and their troubled relationship, it is possible to detect additional layers of meaning in many of Louis’s writings. Since this is a biography not merely of a great missionary but also of the father of a celebrated poet, it concludes with a reassessment of Louis MacNeice’s multifaceted debt to his father, and new readings of eight poems illuminating his ambivalent family relationships.


In preparing this study, I have had to rely largely on external sources, whether published or in archives. Though a few personal letters, diaries, draft writings and other useful documents survive in several collections of family papers in Oxford and Carrickfergus, these provide only intermittent insight into Frederick’s personality or daily life, leaving his first forty years almost undocumented. In reconstructing his career, I have therefore been heavily dependent on the records of institutions such as the Society for Irish Church Missions, Trinity College, Dublin, the parishes and dioceses with which he was connected, and organizations (some of them secretive) to which he belonged. Since his sermons and addresses from 1908 onwards were widely reported in the daily, provincial, and clerical press, I have used this material systematically to amplify the threadbare record provided by his published books and pamphlets. In order to avoid contamination from the very source that I seek to deconstruct, I have been quite abstemious in quoting the many biographical references that appear in Louis MacNeice’s published writings. Instead, in the last two chapters, I treat some of these writings as texts rather than sources, setting Louis’s accounts against my reading of the historical record. If this exercise contributes something fresh to the study of one of Ulster’s foremost writers, my sometimes pedantic burrowings will have been justified.


My first purpose, however, is to reconstruct and contextualize the life of a man remarkable in his own right, whose character and thought were shaped and reshaped by the contrasting influences of a turbulent childhood in Connemara, struggling youth in Dublin and Belfast, and prosperous middle age in Carrickfergus. By the time that he became a bishop at the age of sixty-five, Frederick MacNeice was outwardly unrecognizable as a rough-hewn product of the Irish Church Missions. Yet behind his mask of diffident urbanity and orderly self-control, as his son observed in ‘The Strand’ (1945), there remained ‘something in him solitary and wild’.13 It is this submerged life force which sets his life apart from that of a conventional Man of God, and which poses the greatest challenge to his biographer. This book, above all, pays tribute to a major, misunderstood figure in the political and spiritual history of Ireland. Only by taking salvation seriously, sinners though we may be, can historians hope to make sense of yesterday’s Ulster, Ireland or world.


III


Excerpts from poems by Louis MacNeice are taken from the most recent edition of his Collected Poems. Biblical quotations usually follow the Revised Version (1885), that preferred by Frederick. Names of places normally follow the Ordnance Survey, while personal names are regularized according to the most authentic contemporary sources, such as signatures on official documents or letters (variant forms are retained within quotations). The names of the families central to this book raise peculiar complications, variant spellings of surnames being compounded by regular changes in the order of forenames. Frederick McNeice and therefore his children became MacNeice in 1914 (with occasional earlier occurrences). Both spellings are used in this book, according to context. Frederick (Fred, Derrick) began as John and alternated between Frederick J. and John F. on three significant occasions; Eliza became Elizabeth (Lily) in later life, having been known in youth as Margaret; Frederick Louis (Freddie) dropped the patronymic as an adolescent; Caroline Elizabeth (Elsie) seems never to have used her first name, a practice shared with her stepmother Georgina Beatrice (Bea). To reduce the consequent confusion, these characters are normally named, in turn, as Frederick, Lily, Louis, Elizabeth and Beatrice.


Unless otherwise stated, biographical information is derived from a host of works of reference, not normally specified in footnotes. Persons of public standing have been documented through appropriate editions of Burke’s Peerage and Landed Gentry, Walford’s County Families, Who’s Who, Who’s Who in Northern Ireland, Thom’s Irish Who’s Who, Kelly’s Handbook, The Oxford Dictionary of National Biography, and similar compendia. Less prominent figures have been traced through annual issues of Thom’s Directory, the Belfast and Province of Ulster Directory, and family schedules of the Census of Ireland for 1901 and 1911. Material on clergymen of the Church of Ireland is taken from Canon J. B. Leslie’s manuscript succession lists in the Representative Church Body Library, many of which have now been revised, extended and published. Details of office-holders in the Orange Order are derived from confidential printed reports of the Grand Orange Lodge of Ireland and the various County Grand Lodges. Information on Masonic careers is taken from the annual Irish Freemasons’ Calendar and Directory and registers in Freemasons’ Hall, Dublin. Trinity College careers have been tracked from the annual Dublin University Calendars, published lists of graduates, Burtchaell’s and Sadleir’s Alumni Dublinenses, and manuscript registers in the College Muniments. Biographical footnotes are intended to be suggestive rather than comprehensive. Uncertain dates of birth (usually inferred from subsequent records of age) and death (based on disappearance from registers or directories) are given in italics.


Essential help and access to records were provided by officers and archivists at many institutions, especially Norman Weatherall and Dean Houston McKelvey at St Anne’s Cathedral, and David Hume, Jonathan Mattison and David Scott at Schomberg House (Belfast); Barry Lyons and Rebecca Hayes at Freemason’s Hall, Andrew Whiteside at St Patrick’s Hospital and the Revd Eddie Coulter at the Office of the Society for Irish Church Missions (Dublin); and Judith Priestman at the Bodleian Library (Oxford). Pauline Murphy made available records of the Irish Association. Ian Beggs and James Woodside were kind enough to allow me to consult and cite material in private archives. Further documentary material was consulted at the following institutions: General Register Office, Gilbert Library, National Archives, National Library, Representative Church Body Library and Office, Trinity College Library and Valuation Office (Dublin); Central Library, Linen Hall Library and Public Record Office of Northern Ireland (Belfast); and British Library (London). The writing of this book has been facilitated by a period of leave from many duties at Trinity College, Dublin, by the tolerance of my colleagues in the Department of History, by generous assistance from the Arts and Social Sciences Benefaction Fund and the TCD Association and Trust, and by a grant from the Grace Lawless Lee Fund to allow reproduction of poems by Louis MacNeice. The published work of Louis MacNeice and unpublished papers of the MacNeice family are cited and quoted by kind permission of David Higham Associates, on behalf of Corinna MacNeice, literary executor of the MacNeice estate.


For advice and guidance in the early stages of preparation, I am deeply grateful to participants in the centennial celebration of Louis MacNeice held at the Queen’s University of Belfast in September 2007, especially Jonathan Allison, Terence Brown, Christopher Fauske, Edna Longley, Michael Longley, Canon J. R. B. McDonald, Peter McDonald and Jon Stallworthy. It was this memorable event that induced me to suspend work on a history of the Loyal Orange Institution in order to unravel the career of a reputed ‘Protestant Home Ruler’ whose name I had long since noted as the chaplain of several Orange districts in Belfast. As a newcomer to the field, I was privileged not only to hear the views of some outstanding scholars, but also to benefit from their generous and open-minded responses to my somewhat iconoclastic conference paper. That paper, portions of which reappear here, was speedily published in Field Day Review, 4 (2008), through the kindness of Breandán Mac Suibhne. Sections of the final chapter appeared in Irish Pages, v, I (2009).


Valuable advice by letter has since been offered by many others, including John Kerrigan, Miriam Moffitt, Fred Rankin, Corinna MacNeice and Dan MacNeice, who sadly died before I had the opportunity to meet him. Helen Rankin, who recently retired as curator of the Carrickfergus Museum, was exceptionally generous in giving me unrestricted access to the museum’s rapidly expanding MacNeice Collection, permitting me to copy and reproduce photographs and documents in that collection, and sharing her extensive knowledge of Carrickfergus and its history. I am particularly grateful to Jonathan Allison for allowing me to consult his magnificent edition of Selected Letters of Louis MacNeice (London, Faber, 2010) in advance of publication, and for his encouragement and advice throughout. Edna and Michael Longley, both learned champions of Louis MacNeice as a great Irish and Ulster poet, convinced me that a full-scale biography of his father was worthwhile, and offered inspiration and wisdom as well as practical assistance. Antony Farrell of The Lilliput Press was remarkable for his patience and wry good humour, no matter how many self-imposed deadlines were missed or word-limits exceeded. Fiona Dunne indulged some of my whims without unduly compromising her work as copy-editor.


My deepest debt is to Jane Leonard, who first induced me to study Frederick MacNeice’s career and supplied innumerable documents, references, and often arcane information on topics ranging from rugby to war service and beyond. Her factual contribution is so multitudinous that I have been obliged to abbreviate my gratitude by adding the symbols ‘[JL]’ to many of the resultant citations. She also meticulously criticized numerous drafts, excising purple and grey passages alike, and endured two years of relentlessly ecclesiastical and literary talk. In partial recompense for the consequent loss of ‘family time’, our daughters Julia and Hannah have enjoyed a steady flow of waste paper on which to draw designs more exhilarating than any sermon or critical commentary.
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‘Reading the Irish Bible to Roman Catholics’: ICM, Report (1880).










Notes


1. John Banville, The Untouchable (London, Picador, rev. ed. 1998), p. 72. Stallworthy, LM is among the eight authorities acknowledged by Banville (p. 406).


2. See, for example, Terence Brown, ‘MacNeice: Father and Son’, p. 23, in Time was Away, pp. 21–34; Brown, Louis MacNeice: Sceptical Vision (Dublin, Gill and Macmillan, 1975), pp. 8–10; Albert Haberer, Louis MacNeice, 1907–1963: L’homme et la poésie (Talence, Presses Universitaires de Bordeaux, 1986), p. 15; Declan Kiberd, Irish Classics (London, Granta, 2000), pp. 550, 554; Edna Longley, Louis MacNeice: A Study (London, Faber, 1988), pp. 19, 22; Longley, ‘“Defending Ireland’s Soul”: Protestant Writers and Irish Nationalism after Independence’, p. 199, in Literature and Nationalism, eds Vincent Newey and Ann Thompson (Liverpool, UP, 1991), pp. 198–214; William T. McKinnon, Apollo’s Blended Dream: A Study of the Poetry of Louis MacNeice (London, Oxford UP, 1971), pp. 9–10; Seán McMahon, ‘A Heart that Leaps to a Fife Band: The Irish Poems of Louis MacNeice’, pp. 129–31, in Éire–Ireland, xi, 4 (1967), 126–39; Robin Marsack, The Cave of Making: The Poetry of Louis MacNeice (Oxford, Clarendon Press, 1982), p. 1; Stallworthy, LM, p. 34. Among the few critics who have examined Frederick MacNeice’s influence on Louis without the explicit attribution of nationalist sentiments are Peter McDonald, Louis MacNeice: The Poet in His Contexts (Oxford, Clarendon Press, 1991) and also McKinnon, in his enigmatic but suggestive reappraisal of ‘The Rector’s Son’, in The Honest Ulsterman, 73 (1983), 34–54.


3. This interpretation is implicit in Stallworthy’s superbly crafted biography, and explicit in Fauske’s statement that ‘his experience of the flight from Omey led the man later to understand the dangers of division’: Fauske, ‘Side by Side’, p. 4.


4. ‘Landscapes of Childhood and Youth’ (c.1957), p. 223, in LM, Strings, pp. 216–38.


5. LM, Strings, p. 62.


6. Stallworthy, LM, p. 65.


7. Elizabeth Nicholson, ‘Trees were Green’, pp. 14–15, in Time was Away, pp. 11–20; LM, Strings, p. 53.


8. LM to BM, 30 June [1927]: LM, SL, p. 171.


9. Fauske, ‘Side by Side’, p. 15.


10. FM, Carrickfergus, pp. 70, 75.


11. See, for example, Stallworthy, LM, esp. pp. 34–7, 172–4; Fauske, ‘Side by Side’; Rutherford, ‘FM’.


12. John Hilton, ‘Louis MacNeice at Marlborough and Oxford’, p. 255, in LM, Strings, pp. 239–84 (referring to his visit to Carrickfergus in 1928).


13. LM,  CP, p. 263.























2. Child of the Missions


OMEY, 1866–1879





I


On 18 August 1930, the archdeacon of Connor took his second wife and elder son on a fortnight’s motoring holiday in the Irish Free State. As usual, he kept a detailed and methodical diary of the tour.1 Reaching Maynooth on the second day, he visited the ‘R. C. College’ but ‘did not care for the decoration of the church’, finding it ‘too florid’. Having dutifully inspected various ancient monuments in the midlands, admired postcard attractions such as the Cliffs of Moher, and observed the slightly improved condition of the Clare peasantry (‘few of the people are without shoes or boots’), he reached Clifden in Connemara on the ninth day. There, in the course of lunch at the Railway Hotel, the MacNeices discovered that provision for tourists in the West of Ireland had improved little since Thackeray’s devastating account, in The Irish Sketch Book, of his visit to Ballinasloe.2 There were two waiters in tail coats, ‘but such a pair of hopeless men I have hardly ever seen’. The menu promised lobster as the sole alternative to soup before the main course of mutton, but after half an hour there was no sign of the local delicacy that his wife Beatrice had innocently ordered: ‘We did our best to catch the eye of either waiter. Now and again one of them approached and then returned and had a conversation with his colleague. There were whispers and wise looks and nudges.’ The lobster never came; the mutton, when delivered, ‘did not look very tempting’ and ‘was not specially well cooked’; the bill, shockingly, came to six shillings each. When they eventually found accommodation outside the town, ‘everything felt damp: the bedroom was very damp, the walls dripping. However we pulled the bed out as far as possible from the walls and also used our rug under the sheet.’ The food, at least, was ‘tolerably good’. After further exploration of Connemara, they drove to one of the western extremities of Ireland’s Atlantic coast: ‘At Streamstown we turned west through Claddaghduff with very fine views of Streamstown Bay and the islands.’ Then they turned back, without leaving the mainland.


On the eleventh day, after buying some tweed for his daughter, Frederick MacNeice got his feet wet at last:




Set out for Omey through Streamstown and Claddaghduff. At Claddaghduff, Bea and I crossed Omey strand, carrying our footwear. It was a wonderful day. We went to the west of the island where there is a very small island which is sometimes accessible by land [Illaunakeegher]. It has most glorious rocks. We had some refreshments. Sheep were being put into a boat for the island of – [?Cruagh]. It was very interesting. Bea tried to get some photographs.… We drove from Claddaghduff across a road over the bog and west of Sellerna Church. Sellerna Church is a ruin.





Between these sober lines recorded by an Ulster clergyman in his sixty-fifth year, one hears the muffled voice of the boy who had been reared among those rocks and regularly crossed that strand to worship with his family at the Emmanuel Church in Sellerna (from the Irish Sailearna, place of sallows or willow beds). The voice of the boy was echoed by his son in ‘The Strand’, which pictures him, on another island, ‘carrying his boots and paddling like a child’.3


This was not Frederick MacNeice’s first pilgrimage to the island of his birth, which he had explored with Louis three years earlier. That visit is commemorated by a celebrated passage in The Strings are False:




Omey was home-coming too. It is a small roadless island covered with crisp grass and when the tide is out you reach it across the sands.… My father was trying to make out where his house had been, had discovered a few stones on a knoll exposed to the Atlantic, when a bare-footed weatherbeaten woman came over to him, gripping the rocks with her toes, and said to him, ‘Which of them would you be?’ The brogue she spoke in was as rich as a pint of stout and she reeled off a list of Christian names. My father told her which he was. Sure she knew he must be one of them, she said, the way he knew the lie of the ground. When the MacNeices went away, she went on (my father had been then about nine), the potatoes had stopped growing on the island and everyone had gone to America.





Louis’s account dramatizes his father’s emotional responses, so well concealed in Frederick’s own more humdrum prose. Thus he cries out ‘The sea!’ upon first catching sight of the Atlantic, driving the young classicist to a frenzy of temporary empathy. Once on the island, ‘his nostalgia would make him walk fast, swinging his stick, and then break off impatiently. “Terribly backward,” he would say, “terribly backward”.’4 To make sense of Frederick MacNeice’s nostalgia for Omey Island, we must first examine the meaning and consequences of that backwardness for those, like his parents, who had set out to rectify it.


II


The island of Omey (perhaps from the Irish Iomaith, meaning bed) occupies about one square mile, much of it under water, six miles north-west of Clifden. The islanders scratched a living among loose sandy soil, drifting sands, and rocky knolls, dependent for subsistence on small patches of arable and rough grass.5 Asenath Nicholson, an American evangelist who walked about the island in May 1845, observed stone huts, mud huts, and ‘habitations dug in the sand, as rabbits burrow’, without windows or furnishings.6 Just after the Famine, most of the remaining islanders still lived in ‘huts’ that were ‘nothing more than holes sunk in the sand’, containing no hardware except ‘an iron pot for boiling seaweed collected on the shore, which, with small shell-fish, is their chief, if not only food’.7 There were only two houses worthy of description in 1853, one slated but old, the other thatched, deteriorated by age, and in poor repair.8 These belonged to the island’s two ‘lords’ or middlemen, the Maddens and the Bodkins, whose genteel pretensions were mocked by the presence of ‘calves, pigs, hens, and ducks’ in the floorless living quarters.9 The middlemen had originally leased their lands from Connemara’s two great proprietors, the Martins of Ballinahinch Castle and the D’Arcys of Clifden Castle. Both estates had fallen so heavily into debt that they were auctioned immediately after the Famine by the Court of Incumbered Estates, being for the most part purchased, respectively, by the Law Life Assurance Company and the brothers Eyre from Bath. The auctioneers of the D’Arcy estate assured potential buyers that Omey Island, despite the minuscule current rental, would be a sound investment:




The Royalties are of considerable value, as much derelict timber is thrown on shore every year; it is also in the immediate vicinity of good fishing ground; and if the inhabitants had only the means, they might make this place valuable as a depôt for curing and drying fish, the island affording shelter to boats from all the prevailing winds.10





Yet the new owners failed to build roads or piers, and forty years later an inspector for the Congested Districts Board indicated that Omey was not among the islands involved in fishing, fish-curing, or kelp-production. Farming and housing remained primitive throughout the Clifden region. The spade held sway, ‘the surface being too rocky and uneven for ploughs and harrows’; seaweed rather than dung was the principal manure; the local cows and sheep badly needed impregnation by Galloway bulls and Scotch black-faced rams; the swine were ‘most inferior, great bony long legged beasts, and very difficult to fatten’. In the Sellerna division, including Omey Island, barter was still ‘extensively practised; eggs and fish being exchanged for tea, sugar, and tobacco’. The dietary was simple if nutritious, consisting of ‘tea and home-made flour bread’, along with ‘potatoes and fish or eggs’ for dinner. The most obvious tokens of poverty, however, were the buildings:




The houses with walls about six feet high, and roofed with straw or rough sedge, are very small. In many there is only one apartment, but generally the buildings consist of a kitchen and one room. They have no chimney, the fire being laid on the hearth, and a hole made in the roof to allow the smoke to escape. Livestock are always kept in the kitchen during the winter months.11





The island itself remained a by-word for backwardness within this backward region. A journalist from the London Daily News, who visited it in November 1880, ‘had heard wild stories of Omey Island, of troglodytes, hungry dwellers in rocky seaside caves, and rabbit-people burrowing in the sand’. He found no cave-dwellers, but identified a large uninhabited tract of sandbank where people had once ‘clung to their stone cabins till the sand finally covered them’, whereupon they migrated to neighbouring townlands. Housing remained primitive, even in the case of the ‘bettermost’ cabins occupied by the middlemen. He found that one of the ‘ladies’ had acquired an unplayed ‘cabinet pianoforte’ as ‘mute evidence of solvency’; yet her parlour was still overrun by ‘chickens, ducks, and geese’. Over in the kitchen, ‘the girls were running about with bare feet and dirty faces, and the neighbouring gossips, also bare-footed and dirty beyond all imagination, were hanging round the fire, talking amongst themselves about the stranger’.12


In 1841, the island’s 62 dwellings contained 397 inhabitants fairly evenly spread between the island’s 5 townlands. The immediate demographic effect of the Famine was unusually severe, and only 205 people remained in 35 houses by 1851. The two southern townlands were virtually depopulated, whereas the more accessible northern region proved more resilient. As in much of the impoverished Atlantic fringe, Omey’s population recovered somewhat over the next two  decades while that of Ireland as a whole inexorably declined. By 1871, the island had 49 occupied houses with 281 inhabitants, after which it too succumbed belatedly to continuous depopulation, sustained by heavy emigration and fuelled by rising economic expectations. Three decades later, the population of Omey’s 3 remaining settled townlands, now thoroughly reorganized into separate holdings, had declined to 28 families with 114 members.13 These changes masked significant local shifts of population, leading to wild fluctuations in every townland except Sturrakeen, home of the Bodkins. The southern townland of Gooreenatinny, seat of the Maddens, was spectacularly repopulated after the Famine, so that 91 people lived there by 1871 compared with 7 in 1851. Cartoorbeg lost almost its entire population in the 1850s yet reversed that trend over the following decade. By contrast, the north-western townland of Gooreen, which had lost little of its population between 1841 and 1861, was utterly empty by 1881. This was probably the abandoned ‘sandbank’ observed by the correspondent of the Daily News. Gooreen’s decline is graphically confirmed by the two Ordnance Survey maps prepared in 1839 and 1898. The initial survey recorded a clachan (cluster) of thirteen buildings around the ruined church of Templefehen. By 1898, every building in the townland had disappeared from the map, along with the ruins themselves.14


Omey’s population was overwhelmingly Irish-speaking, though by 1901 every head of household but one was bilingual. No less than 18 of the 28 householders were illiterate, while 2 others could read but not write. Though only two houses were of the lowest (fourth) class, most had only one or two rooms with a single front window. Virtually every householder claimed to be a farmer, occasionally doubling as a fisherman or carpenter.15 Since no census schedules survive for the nineteenth century, the islanders’ characteristics must be inferred from census tabulations for larger districts. In the surrounding barony of Ballynahinch, which embraced the western portion of Connemara, Irish remained prevalent in 1881, when 15 per cent of the population spoke Irish alone while 62 per cent were bilingual. The proportion ignorant of the language had risen somewhat from 15 per cent in 1851 to 23 cent in 1881, but the most notable change was the decline in Irish monolingualism, one-third of the population having spoken Irish alone in 1851. Knowledge of Irish was more widespread among females than males, while children were far less likely than adults to speak the language.16 These patterns were not specific to west Connemara, reflecting the general advance of formal education and the growing perception that fluency and literacy in English were essential for success, especially among prospective emigrants. Educational progress was also evident in the slowly declining proportion of illiterates, who comprised 71 per cent of west Connemara’s population in 1861 and 48 per cent in 1891. Illiteracy in English, like ignorance of spoken English, was commoner among women; but the gap closed steadily as girls took particular advantage of easier access to primary education.17 These changes reflected a vigorous competition for the minds, and also the souls, of young people born into a bubble of Irish speech and culture, within a wider Irish world dominated by English and American speech and culture.


III


For certain evangelical visionaries, Connemara seemed ideal terrain for resuscitating the moribund ‘Second Reformation’, which had aroused so much excitement and rancour in the 1820s. Its population, though overwhelmingly Catholic in name, was relatively untouched by formal religion as well as education. Under the extraordinarily complacent leadership of the ‘Lion of Judah’, Archbishop John MacHale, the entire ecclesiastical province of Tuam had been unusually slow to introduce devotional reforms and abnormally resistant to the state’s attempt to diffuse primary education through the National system introduced in 1831. To Protestant optimists, the illiterate, Irish-speaking, impoverished people of Connemara, not yet effectively disciplined either by their clergy or by nationalist organizers, seemed highly susceptible to a campaign by missionaries conversant with Irish and willing to carry their tracts and gospel message into the wilderness. Such hopes inspired the formation of the Connaught Home Mission Society in 1830 and the appointment in 1841 of the first Presbyterian ‘Irish missionary’, whose campaign opened in Clifden’s only schoolhouse, made available to him by Hyacinth D’Arcy of Clifden Castle.18 Both the D’Arcys and the Martins took up the cause of proselytism as well as Protestant ‘colonization’, but such campaigns soon faltered and the few pre-Famine converts relapsed.19


The most sustained attempt to challenge popery in Connemara was an astonishing crusade conducted by the Society for Irish Church Missions to the Roman Catholics (ICM), under the charismatic command of Alexander Dallas, rector of Wonston in Hampshire. An intrepid veteran of Waterloo, he organized his missionary campaigns with military precision and thoroughness.20 Founded in London in 1849, the organization was dominated by British sponsors who regarded Ireland, and Connemara in particular, as a missionary field akin to India or China. Nearly £90,000 was raised in the first five years, of which only £6000 was collected in Ireland.21 The Open Bible, disseminated by Irish manpower and British money, was still widely expected to rout the archaic and inefficient faith by which the aboriginal inhabitants were currently deluded. Of all the ‘home’ missionary organizations, the ICM was the most ambitious and professedly ‘aggressive’ in its pursuit of Irish souls. Its primary object was ‘to strive, by all holy means, to dispel the darkness and ignorance from the minds of Irish Roman Catholics; and to seek to communicate to as many of them as possible the saving truth of the Gospel’.22 Dallas aimed not only to save souls, but to demonstrate the indissoluble link between acceptance of Protestant truth and access to employment, education in English and attachment to the union with Britain. His message was promulgated through massive mailshots,23 religious handbills exposing the errors of popery and distributed by the million,24 interminable sermons and ‘controversial’ lectures on Transubstantiation or the Blessed Virgin, an impressive network of schools, and some orphanages catering initially for children bereaved or deserted during the Famine.


This extravagantly expensive campaign was conducted by a highly disciplined and rapidly expanding army of missionary clergymen (all ordained in the Established Church but often converts from Rome), lay scripture readers, school teachers and assistants. The Society’s agents all received monthly salaries on an incremental scale, along with housing rented or owned by the Society. This cadre of salaried ‘agents’ was supplemented by a multitude of senior pupils employed as ‘Irish teachers’ to visit homes where the agents might not have been welcome, in order to spread the gospel by reading or reciting passages in Irish. Though not necessarily declared converts, the Irish teachers were expected to display an ‘inquiring mind’.25 Regular meetings, services and classes were arranged in each parish to co-ordinate the work of the agents and Irish teachers; while solidarity with the wider missionary movement was fostered through frequent tours of inspection by Dallas, his staff, and a steady stream of inquisitive clergymen and well-wishers. Like tourists on a pilgrim package, such visitors were shepherded around Connemara by approved agents, carmen and boatmen from one safe house to another, and in due course supplied with a neatly devised guidebook with maps and pictorial posters.26 Copious reports of ICM enterprises throughout Ireland were provided, primarily for the benefit of British sponsors, in the Society’s annual reports and in Dallas’s brilliantly designed bulletin, The Banner of the Truth in Ireland.27 Morale was boosted by statistical reports giving the number of confirmations in mission churches and attendance at mission schools. The barrage of apparently factual detail was leavened by heartening stories of peasants embracing Christ in the teeth of communal opposition or intimidation, and of dialogues between amazingly articulate converts and bullying, inept priests (sometimes personified as Archbishop MacHale),28 who were invariably confounded by the biblical and theological expertise of the ‘Jumpers’.
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The Banner of the Truth in Ireland (1879–81).















[image: ]

‘A Holy Well’: Banner (1880).
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‘Roman Catholics Going to a “Station”’: ICM, Report (1880).








The principal engine of salvation was the Society’s network of free day schools, in which children of all ages received basic instruction in reading, writing and arithmetic in addition to immersion in the catechism, selected scriptures and religious history.29 Outside school hours, many pupils (and adults) were also taught to read or memorize scriptural texts in Irish by the ‘Irish teachers’, who were paid a few pence monthly for each successful ‘Irish scholar’.30 Though never restricted to converts and their children, the primary purpose of the schools was to open young minds to the word of God rather than to provide a rounded general education. As with most ICM enterprises, the spiritual agenda could only be accomplished, if at all, by offering temporal inducements. These included provision of milk, food and clothing, all commodities in short supply in Connemara during the Famine and for many decades afterwards. As a result, the Society was widely denounced, by liberal Protestants as well as the Catholic clergy and press, for practising ‘Souperism’.


In order to reassure sponsors of its sincere determination to save rather than buy souls, Dallas ensured that separate committees paid for provisions distributed in schools, the upkeep of orphans, and relief for ‘persecuted converts’ (through the Society for Protecting the Rights of Conscience in Ireland and the Priests’ Protection Society). These committees, often composed of kindly ladies, had no formal association with the ICM. Such payments were construed not as bribery but as philanthropy, directed towards those already within the Society’s care. Dallas was equally careful to dissociate his mission from party politics, while lauding the consequential effects of proselytism in leading converts towards acceptance of the union with Protestant Britain. Agents were instructed ‘to separate the spiritual department from the political’ and to avoid ‘giving the occasion for the excitement of political feelings in Romanists’, thereby obstructing ‘their access to the hearts of the Roman Catholic population’. The resignation of a few scripture readers who were active Orangemen was a small price to pay for asserting the uncontaminated spirituality of the missions.31


A year or so before the formal creation of the Society in March 1849, Dallas had arranged to reopen several disused schools near Clifden, in order to exploit the British Association’s scheme for distributing Famine relief through existing schools. Among the earliest mission schools were those in Sellerna and Ballyconree, where the first orphanage was established after Dallas had rescued an infant from a dunghill where it was about to be mauled by a hungry pig.32 The subsequent explosion of missionary activity in Connemara was made possible by the enthusiastic involvement of Thomas Plunket, bishop of Tuam, who carved out several new districts from the existing parish unions to be manned by missionary curates.33 These livings were perpetuated through the zeal of Plunket’s chaplain and nephew, who pursued the great cause of ‘church extension’ by initiating the West Galway Endowment Fund in 1857.34 Dallas’s closest collaborator was Hyacinth D’Arcy, the one-legged former proprietor of Clifden Castle, who had recently bounced back as rector of Omey (Clifden). As the Earl of Roden observed when visiting D’Arcy in 1851, he was ‘one of the most interesting chastened Christian men I ever met’, having responded to the loss of his estate by moving into ‘a very small house in the town’ and immersing himself in missionary activity.35
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‘Clifden, Connemara’: ICM, Report (1880).








In the early years, about half of the Society’s ample revenue was poured into building churches, renting schoolhouses and missionary accommodation, and enrolling agents for service in Connemara. By 1 August 1850, the missions in Connemara embraced seventeen stations in six districts, with four clergymen, seventeen readers, two ‘lay agents’, sixteen schoolmasters, six mistresses, twelve weekday services and nine Sunday services in Irish. A school offering a weekday service in Irish was already operating in Omey Island, a station in the Sellerna district.36 An early visitor to the new island school was Dallas himself, whose text when addressing 105 worshippers, ‘almost all’ former Romanists, was ‘Ye are the light of the world’ (Matt. 5: 14). The evangelist almost perished on the moonlit return journey to Ballyconree, when his enthusiastic but unco-ordinated orphan rowers struck a rock and turned the boat on its side. But for an order from Dallas to stop rowing, a moment earlier, the boat would have capsized. ‘That’s the hand of God’, cried one of the oarsmen.37


In Sellerna, the missionary John Conerney and his staff soon encountered local opposition. They were ‘assailed with stones by Priest Magee’s labourers’, threatened and abused by ‘Priest Flannelly, and a mob of about 100 men’, waylaid by a whiskey-fuelled gang on the high road to Clifden, and pursued by ‘a mob’ from Cleggan who ‘continued hooting and pelting stones’ over a mile of road.38 A month or so after these incidents, Mrs Conerney reported that she had visited all four schools in the district, including Omey. The children were ‘cursed by the Priests every Sunday, for coming to learn God’s precious Word in our Schools. Could you but see their emaciated forms and naked bodies, you would not cease begging clothing for them.’ The scripture readers had been relatively ‘well received’ in Omey and Cleggan, and a man who had ‘lately struck one of the Readers with a spade, expressed the sorrow he felt for the unjust way in which he had treated him’.39 Those who chose to spread God’s word in places such as Omey Island could scarcely expect to escape insults, threats, cuts and bruises, with the recurrent risk of being shunned, expelled or even murdered.


IV


John McNeice was born on Omey Island on 20 March 1866. His forename Frederick (which did not appear in the register of births) was a favourite among loyalists and royalty, Queen Victoria’s three eldest daughters having married Fredericks between 1858 and 1866. Frederick John was the fifth among ten children of William Lindsay McNeice and his wife Alice Jane, who jointly conducted the ICM’s island school. William was already a schoolmaster in Moyrus when he married Alice Jane Howell (from nearby Bunowen) in Clifden on 22 March 1851.40 He is said to have attended the Connaught Missionary College in Ballinasloe, a small boarding school established in 1846 by the first Professor of Irish at Trinity College.41 Though not associated with the ICM, it had close links with a similar body that had opened a mission in Ballinasloe, the Irish Society for Promoting the Scriptural Education of the Native Irish through the Medium of Their Own Language. While its ‘primary object’ was to train ‘eligible persons, for Missionary work among the Roman Catholic population of Ireland’, the College also aimed to provide ‘a suitable education for Pupils intended for other professions’, one-third of the pupils being charged less than half the cost of their upkeep. Apart from ‘gratuitous instruction in the Irish language’, William McNeice would have been regularly examined on the scriptures read at daily prayer, prepared for possible entry to Trinity College, and put through a regular routine of ‘athletic games and exercises’.42 With this preparation, he eventually became a teacher at the newly established ICM school at Moyrus.43 Before long, the McNeices moved on to Omey Island, where the first child (Caroline Elizabeth) was born in late 1852. William became known locally as ‘Croisín’ (the little cross or crutch), reputedly because he seemed ‘a little martyr of a man’.44


Unlike many ICM agents, Frederick’s father was an ‘original Protestant’, from Lugawarry near Stonehall in the coastal parish of Ballysadare, five or six miles south of Sligo town. Born about 1826, William was a younger son of Ferguson McNeice, one of the district’s many Protestant farmers.45 About one-fifth of the parish population were Protestant Episcopalians, a proportion that scarcely varied between 1834 and 1901. They were much better educated than the Catholic majority, with few illiterates of either sex.46 According to Louis’s sister Elizabeth, who made local enquiries about her Sligo background in the 1950s, William’s grandfather Anthony had allegedly been baptized and named by a Catholic priest, though his parents and children were Protestants. From Elizabeth’s literary perspective, Anthony’s family conformed to Maria Edgeworth’s stereotypical ‘squireen’. ‘They were hard-riding, hard-drinking, hard-gambling men very much given to litigation’ who, in Frederick’s opinion, ‘were a feckless lot’. Anthony was reputedly an agent to the O’Hara estate, one of the largest in Sligo, and was said to have eloped with a daughter of the gentry named Peggy Duke who had attracted his attention on the hunting field.47 Anthony’s rise was reflected in his supposed acquisition of Stonehall House and of extensive lands for which he acted as middleman. Despite their ‘feckless’ ways and resultant loss of property and spells of penury, Elizabeth concluded that none of the McNeices ‘lived as peasants’. Instead, they kept up appearances by procuring watercolour portraits of the daughters and sending them to church on horseback to be handed down by their ‘beaux’.48 Such was the colourful Sligo heritage of the McNeices, as depicted in family lore.


A more prosaic record emerges from the voluminous papers of the O’Haras of Annaghmore, one of the few Gaelic families ‘to have maintained its former standing in county and national affairs into the eighteenth century and beyond’.49 Through a canny sequence of apostasies, favourable matches, and managerial improvements, the O’Haras managed to avoid bankruptcy and retrieve much of the wealth dissipated through confiscations, ‘derisory’ rentals and extravagant expenditure.50 The first reference to Frederick’s ancestors in the parish of Ballysadare occurs in a ‘List of Graziers of Lisduff’ compiled in 1758, indicating that Thomas ‘McNees’51 was in possession of fourteen Irish acres with an annual rent of about £8 (Irish currency), as well as grazing rights worth £5 10s. His flock was decidedly modest, amounting to ‘7 sum’ (the equivalent of seven mature cattle in sundry livestock).52 In the same year, as part of Charles O’Hara’s attempt to regularize management of the estate, he was granted a lease of these lands, at an annual rent of about £10, for the term of three lives including those of his sons, Anthony and Ferguson. Dreadful penalties were to be imposed if he failed to send his ‘corn malt or grain’ for grinding to O’Hara’s own mill at Coolany.53 By 1785, the market value had almost doubled, and the family was inhabiting an ‘exceeding good Sleated house Garden and good Offices’.54 No McNeice, however, seems ever to have occupied the big house at Stonehall,55 sublet land to inferior tenants (so far as is recorded), or acted as an agent or official for the O’Haras. The Lisduff farm passed on to Anthony and then his son Thomas, who shared a new lease signed in 1811. This lease was to expire after twenty years or else the life of the Duke of Clarence, a fortunate gamble since King William IV survived until 1837.56 Though not returned as a titheable occupier in Lisduff in 1825, Thomas had regained possession at a much higher rent by 1846.57


Meanwhile, in the 1770s, Thomas the elder and Anthony had acquired leasehold in neighbouring Lugawarry, which Anthony briefly augmented after his father’s death before settling back into the condition of a comfortable farmer rather than a ‘squireen’.58 Lugawarry later became a place of settlement for Catholic refugees from the sectarian conflagration centred in Armagh, but there is no hint of strife among the McNeices and their neighbours.59 By 1822, the Lugawarry farm had been divided between Anthony’s sons Thomas and Ferguson, whose slightly smaller share amounted to eleven Irish acres (nineteen statute acres) at an annual rent of about eight guineas.60 Ferguson, the eldest son, must have relished his newfound independence, having married Margaret Lyndesey by licence in 1803 and doubtless produced a family long before the arrival of William Lindsay in about 1826.61 By contrast with the aridity of Omey Island, Lugawarry had substantial areas of ‘arable gravelly clay’, while Lisduff was yet more blessed with plenty of ‘good strong gravelly clay’.62 The McNeices thus seem to have been relatively ‘snug’ farmers, as Thomas’s descendants remained until quite recent times.63


Like most of Charles King O’Hara’s tenants, however, the McNeices were severely shaken by the potato blight and privations of the later 1840s. Thomas had already fallen into arrears before November 1846, when Ferguson followed suit, though their debt at that early stage was relatively small.64 Thomas was better placed than his brother to cope with the sudden loss of farm income, as his combined holdings were worth four times as much as Ferguson’s share of Lugawarry.65 While several neighbours were willing to surrender their holdings in return for assistance in emigrating to America, members of the McNeice family remained in possession when Griffith’s Primary Valuation of Ballysadare was published in 1858.66 By then, however, all three farms in Lisduff and Lugawarry were occupied by Thomas’s sons, whereas Ferguson and his line had disappeared from view.67 It seems likely that the richer branch had secured possession as a result of Ferguson’s death or insolvency. In any case, by 1851, Ferguson’s son William Lindsay had abandoned Ballysadare for Connemara, a region still more afflicted by famine, to serve the Irish Church Missions.


Sixteen-year-old Alice Jane Howell, whom he married in Clifden on 22 March 1851, was a daughter of John Howell (a Welsh coastguard) and his first wife (reputedly an Eccles from west Cork).68 Though administered by the Board of Customs between 1822 and 1856, the coastguards were in practice an auxiliary of the Royal Navy, their officers and men being drawn exclusively from naval personnel and constituting a naval reserve. Like John Howell, most of those stationed in Ireland were natives of Britain. In addition to detecting invaders and saving lives, Her Majesty’s Coastguard Service still had the unpopular duty of patrolling the coast in revenue cruisers in order to intercept smuggled goods, much prized by Connemara consumers. During the Famine, however, they had recovered public esteem by transporting and distributing essential relief along the west coast.69 Coastguards and their children formed an important element of the small (though expanding) Protestant marriage market in Connemara, with less than 200 Episcopalians in Omey parish in 1834 and half that number in William’s parish of residence, Moyrus.70 Two of Alice Jane’s sisters also married into the missions, so providing an essential network of support for the McNeices in their otherwise isolated life on Omey Island. Michael Couhill, who married Ellen Martha Howell in 1861, was a scripture reader who worked on the island from 1864 to 1866; Michael McNamara, who married his fellow teacher Mary Anne Howell in 1864, soon became a scripture reader in Claddaghduff, the village through which islanders walked to and from the mainland at low tide.71 The opening of mission churches in Connemara had helped to reverse the tendency of the coastguards to ‘forget religion altogether’ while ‘their little ones went over to the Church of Rome’, as one coastguard in the Sellerna district recalled in 1865.72 The coastguards and missionaries of Connemara had become not only mainstays of Protestantism but staunch upholders of Queen and Constitution, always conscious of their vulnerability as a tiny minority in a fiercely Catholic and increasingly nationalist environment. Such was the frontier stock from which Frederick MacNeice emerged.


V


For William McNeice and his family, Omey was not a temporary station but a long-term home. William spent twenty-seven years on the island, rising to the dignity of reader in his final year. By 1856, Alice Jane was also employed by the ICM as a teacher at the island’s only school, somehow combining that post with bearing and rearing her ten children until the family’s departure from Omey in 1879.73 While her husband’s monthly salary gradually rose from £2 in 1856 to £4 15s. in 1879, Alice Jane’s remained unchanged at £1 10s. for most of her career. However, her reproductive efforts were often indirectly rewarded through salary increments of 5s. for William, Alice’s childless stretch between 1860 and 1866 also being a period of static income. In 1869, the family’s monthly earnings were briefly augmented by 10s. while Caroline acted as an assistant teacher, before progressing to the ICM training college in Dublin.74 Though better paid than teachers in the rival network of ‘National’ schools, the McNeices earned little more than a family of farm labourers. Along with their income, the quality of the schoolhouse in which they lived also improved somewhat over the years. The earliest known building, in the north-eastern townland of Cartoorbeg, was rented by the ICM for 8s. monthly yet valued at only 10s. per annum.75 In 1858 this was replaced by a ‘handsome school-house, built in an ecclesiastical style’ and licensed for divine worship, valued at £3 10s.76 Fourteen years later this building became a National school, superior premises worth £5 15s. having been acquired in Sturrakeen, about 300 yards south-west of the previous schools. There, in relative comfort, the McNeices spent their last few years in Omey.77


Scattered missionary reports indicate that the number of pupils on the roll declined from ninety-three in 1851 to seventy in 1868, while ‘average attendance’ on weekdays fell from seventy-nine in 1851 to forty in 1866. Attendance at the island’s Sunday school was slightly higher.78 These figures may have been inflated in order to impress sponsors, for only twelve pupils were ‘actually present’ when government inspectors visited Omey Island on 25 June 1868 (others may have been helping out on the farm or attending the Clifden fair). Several ICM schools in Galway were even smaller, and attendance on that day varied between a solitary pupil and sixty-five.79 Four-fifths of those attending were Protestant Episcopalians, a proportion that surpassed three-quarters in 1871 and rose subsequently to nine-tenths or more.80 When the schools came under close scrutiny by a Royal Commission in 1868, the ICM’s mission secretary testified that almost half of its pupils throughout Ireland were of Catholic parentage and a quarter were ‘original Protestants’, while one-tenth came from mixed marriages and almost one-sixth were the offspring of converts. The teachers were submitted to quite a rigorous course of training: ‘It embraces a thoroughly good knowledge of Scripture. They must learn grammar thoroughly, arithmetic, up to fractions for instance, and mental arithmetic thoroughly well. They learn to sing, and sing by note. The girls learn needlework and English history, and an outline of history generally.’ The pupils, typically aged between three and fourteen years, were given food only when ‘extremely poor’, where it was ‘the custom of the country’, and in seasons of dearth such as the prelude to the potato harvest. Such relief was invariably provided by ‘local friends’ rather than by the ICM itself. Though the Irish language was widely taught, as parents generally wished, this was done ‘as a separate thing’ outside school hours.81


The assistant commissioner for West Connaught, a decidedly sceptical witness, depicted the schools as a formidable weapon in the ‘warfare’ between purported ‘religious truth’ and ‘error’. While thanking Hyacinth D’Arcy and his missionary colleagues for their assistance, he noted that advance notice of his inspections appeared to have resulted in ‘packing’. In West Connaught, over three-fifths of those inspected came from Catholic families, with far fewer ‘original Protestants’ and children of ‘mixed marriages’ than elsewhere. The assistant commissioner observed that ‘the walls are generally covered with placards containing texts of Scripture’, that the children sang only hymns, that the copybooks had short texts as headlines, and that memorized texts were invariably hymns or commandments. As for relief, he found that children in Connemara generally received at least half a pound of Indian meal daily between January and June, with one suit of clothes annually. None was charged for tuition or equipment, and attendance was usually rewarded by payments to parents. Since the majority of these pupils were neither converts nor children of converts, though most voluntarily attended both church and Sunday school, the relief did not strictly amount to ‘Souperism’. The assistant commissioner noted that the ICM schools achieved ‘rather higher’ pass rates than the National schools, while the income of their schoolmasters was ‘very much better’.82 These reports, both sympathetic and hostile, suggest that the mission schools were functioning fairly effectively in secular instruction, and serving a much broader market than the shrinking population of converts. Their effectiveness as an instrument of salvation was another matter.


One test of success for the McNeices was their success in competing with the rival National school, established under Catholic patronage. Despite MacHale’s aversion to that system, the parish priest of Clifden eventually sought state aid to support the first National school on the island in 1862. The schoolhouse was a converted dwelling of two rooms (one for the school, the other for the teacher), thatched, with an earthen floor, a grateless open fire and imperfect plastering; the nominated teacher, though of ‘good’ character, had displayed an ‘inferior method of conducting’ the school where he had previously taught. Nevertheless, the district inspector of National schools pointed out that the islanders had hitherto ‘been obliged to send their children across to the mainland, or allow them to attend the Mission School, of the Irish Church, or let them grow up in ignorance’.


Despite objection from the missionary at Sellerna, who cheekily claimed that the new school ‘was got up for “proselytizing” purposes’, he grudgingly endorsed the application because of the urgent need for instructing children ‘without interference with their religious principles’. Master Michael Conroy was therefore allowed an initial annual payment of £15 (one-third of William McNeice’s salary), being retained until 1869 despite two severe reprimands and one temporary withdrawal of salary for ‘incompetency’. Pupils presumably learned little from a teacher noted for his ‘bad spelling and penmanship, & generally defective preparation’. Along with three lay instructors, Conroy conducted prayers and training in the Catholic catechism at 3.30 each afternoon and for two hours on Saturday mornings. After Conroy’s dismissal and the reopening of the school four years later, the inspectors remained unimpressed by the state of the new schoolhouse and the competence of the teachers, and the school was again intermittently closed before being struck off the list in 1883.83 Average daily attendance declined from forty-one in 1862 to twenty in 1869 and seventeen in 1874, the last year for which such returns were published. In that year, less than one-quarter of pupils on the roll bothered to attend.84 It is clear that the mission school, with the help of sponsorship far more generous than that available in the National system, more than held its own in the battle to instruct the island’s children. The same applied throughout the Clifden district, where ICM schools accounted for one-third of all children in attendance in 1871 and comfortably outnumbered their ‘National’ rivals.85


Outwardly, the organization of the mission in Connemara changed little over the McNeices’ twenty-seven years on the island. In 1858, the island’s first church service was held in the new schoolhouse with 102 people present, of whom 32 took Holy Communion. Thereafter, the Sellerna missionary regularly visited Omey to perform a Sunday evening service.86 In the same year, William and Alice secured the help of a monitor named Stephen Coursey, who within a few years had become a reader with a salary similar to the master’s. Between 1864 and 1866, Omey had the luxury of a second reader, the post briefly occupied by Alice’s brother-in-law, Michael Couhill. After Michael’s departure, Coursey and the McNeices worked as a threesome until William himself was promoted to reader in 1878, allowing the appointment of an extra schoolmaster. They were assisted by a band of ‘Irish teachers’ numbering a dozen in 1868, six being enrolled in the school and six others being otherwise connected with it. The number of agents in the Sellerna district remained fairly stable, fluctuating between ten and fourteen over the period 1856–79. The only major change was in the number of Irish teachers, which fell from twenty-eight to twenty between 1867 and 1880. The entire Connemara mission hovered around sixty (excluding paid assistants and Irish teachers), peaking in 1859 when Connemara had seven ordained missionaries, twenty-two readers, and forty-four schoolteachers.87 Protestant ministers actually outnumbered Catholic priests in west Connemara in most years, though the gap was closing. By 1874 there were ten clergymen of each denomination, but the priests had to cater for a population seventeen times as large.88


The McNeices served under two missionary clergymen. The Irish-speaking convert John Conerney was the Sellerna missionary until 1855, returning to the parish in 1874 upon the departure of George Shea. Shea was presumably a convert, for his brother Henry (another Connemara missionary) had deserted Rome in his seventeenth year. In his final report, George Shea reflected on the improvement in Sellerna over the past quarter-century: ‘In days gone by Sellerna was a dark place, none darker in Ireland; wholly given to idolatory, the priests having full control, no schools, the children brought up in ignorance – taught to look to the priest for a place in heaven thereafter.… Your missionary can say, not only once, but thrice was I stoned.’ Yet his ministry had ended triumphantly with a week of nightly meetings attended by over 200 devotees, while ‘Roman Catholics were at the doors and windows’, marvelling at the scene. Sellerna was ‘no longer the dark place’.89


How justified was the buoyant optimism exuded by the missionaries and organizers when addressing potential sponsors through The Banner of the Truth and the Society’s annual reports? Despite heroic attempts to suggest a ceaseless torrent of conversions from idolatory, the confirmation returns published after successive episcopal visitations to the Clifden district reveal slow but inexorable decline after the excitement of the early 1850s. Over 900 confirmations were performed in west Connemara between 1851 and 1855, but only about 200 were confirmed at each of the (roughly triennial) visitations between 1860 and 1874. After a six-year gap, the bishop confirmed 255 people in Clifden in 1880, with much smaller numbers recorded in 1883 and 1890. After adjustment for defective returns, it appears that about 2500 confirmations were performed in west Connemara between 1849 and 1880, involving at least 2200 converts.90 Most of these confirmations were presumably of children who had recently passed through the mission schools, though statistics compiled in 1851 indicate that adults accounted for almost one-quarter of those confirmed.91 Few attempts were made after the early 1850s to enumerate the population of converts actually adhering to the missions, or the number who had ‘lapsed’ after confirmation, though frequent reference was made to losses through emigration.


The decision to ascertain religious affiliation in the census of 1861 aroused ‘fears and cautions’ in the ICM, though repeated attempts were made to portray its results as ‘gratifying’ and to emphasize the expansion of Protestant numbers since 1834.92 The census for Omey civil parish confirmed the dramatic multiplication of Episcopalians, from 191 in 1834 to 827 (13 per cent of the population) in 1861. Later counts, however, revealed a gradual but steady decline. The Protestant minority was much smaller elsewhere in west Connemara. Throughout the region, the total number of Episcopalians rose from 454 in 1834 to 1668 (7 per cent) in 1861.93 Since the estimated number of confirmations between 1849 and 1860 exceeded 1500, a substantial proportion of those received into the Church must already have relapsed or emigrated. Before any returns for 1861 had been published, the Banner claimed to have ascertained that Omey alone had about seventy adherents of the Established Church, nearly one-third of the island’s population in 1851.94 Such extravagant estimates were subsequently avoided, and in 1869 Dallas lamented that many of his missionaries were no longer pursuing the ‘conversion of souls’ but accepting the more comfortable rôle of country clergymen catering for a small, settled minority.95


The true profile of post-Famine Protestantism in Connemara is best documented by the census returns of literacy and occupation, and the surviving registers of the parishes of Sellerna and Omey. A rough test of the Society’s success in converting and retaining adult ‘peasants’ is provided by the proportion of Episcopalians who could neither read nor write. Though far lower than the figure for Catholics, 26 per cent of Episcopalians in west Connemara were illiterate in 1861, falling to 11 per cent by 1881. On the assumption that no ‘original Protestants’ or Protestant children were illiterate, these returns indicate that about 360 illiterate adult converts had been retained up to 1861 and 130 up to 1881.96 The occupational returns for County Galway also suggest that the missionary campaign had left a limited but lasting demographic imprint. The census of 1881 indicates that almost half of all Episcopalian occupied men were engaged in government and defence and nearly one-tenth in the professions, far more than their share of the total population (one in thirty). They were also over-represented in services and commerce but very seldom found in unskilled sectors such as general labour. Though also under-represented in farming, the fact that a quarter of Galway’s Protestant males had agricultural occupations suggests that a fair number of ‘peasant’ converts had not yet relapsed.97


The absence of such returns for Connemara is partly remedied by the parish registers, which reflect the declining importance of converts and the growing dominance of officials such as coastguards and policemen. In Omey parish, the number of marriages rose from twenty-seven in the Famine period (1846–50) to fifty-six in the following quinquennium, thereafter falling steadily to only eleven in the 1870s. The proportion of illiterate spouses peaked during the later 1850s, when three brides in four and nearly half of the grooms were unable to sign the register. The frequency of baptisms predictably reached its maximum somewhat later than that of marriages (in the period 1858–63), before likewise shrinking to a trickle.98 Far fewer marriages were celebrated in Sellerna church, with up to two annually between 1857 and 1870 and only occasional weddings thereafter. Of the twelve grooms returned between 1857 and 1868, five were labourers, four ICM agents, and one a farmer. One-third of the newly weds were unable to sign the register, and most had local surnames. By contrast, all but one of the eight grooms married between 1869 and 1889 were either policemen or coastguards, and every spouse was able to write.99 The eventual predominance of missionary agents and officials is further demonstrated by the registers of Sellerna’s vestrymen in the 1870s. Among the twenty-eight vestrymen for whom occupations could be ascertained, there were eleven ICM workers (including William McNeice), three coastguards, one policeman, two ‘esquires’ with property qualifications, six farmers, four labourers and one tailor.100 Some converts stood fast and reared their children through the missions, and the Society itself provided employment for a substantial proportion of those converts who kept the faith. Yet behind the heartening public messages of missionary enthusiasm hovered the chastening realization that, by the 1870s, few new converts were being secured. Furthermore, the missions had lost most of the illiterate farmers and labourers who had swarmed into their churches and schools in the immediate aftermath of the Great Famine. Dallas’s dream of saving the native Irish from ‘fatal error’ had shrivelled into a mere marketing device for subsidizing uneconomic western parishes.


VI


How was the gradual retreat from crusade to conservation reflected in the experience of the Omey Island mission station? Though the McNeices were never mentioned by name in the Society’s publications before 1879, frequent accounts were given of the challenges faced by its agents on the island and their reiterated triumph over the forces of ignorance and evil. Central to the missionary experience, at least as narrated for the benefit of sponsors, was the contrast between the eager curiosity of ordinary Catholics and the vindictive hostility of the priests who misled them. This contrast implied that if only they could be weaned from their mentors, Irish Catholics would readily embrace the advantages of Protestantism and the British connection. Throughout the McNeices’ sojourn on Omey, euphoric reports of enlightenment alternated with chilling examples of persecution, sometimes affecting the island itself. The Omey school was frequently praised in missionary publications and portrayed as a model. In July 1851, Conerney believed that ‘every child in the island is attending. I don’t know any where more intelligent children than they are.’ Next summer, when two English clergymen visited the island, ‘the school-house was very much crowded with adults and scholars, and the answering was excellent’.101


The precariousness of mission life was revealed during Bishop Plunket’s visit in August 1853, which included a tea party that went madly wrong. After consecration of the new church at Sellerna, according to a visitor from London:




A large party proceeded in cars about two miles, to Omey Island, where we had assembled the children of Turbot Island, to partake of a treat provided by the three Ladies B. and our party. En route walls of stone had been speedily built to impede such a party of Jumpers as the inhabitants of those Western Isles had never before beheld; and the clergyman had again and again to remove those stones as we drove along. Here and there boys and women were concealed behind hedges, and let fly volleys of stones as the cars passed. Mr. McCarthy [a Dublin missionary] was at length struck by a large granite stone, and his head cut severely. The converts and children of Omey received us with warm greetings, and we distributed our cake and tea among many happy faces; when again our peace was molested, and a fight ensued! Many of the ladies were much alarmed, and the convert women and girls were too much frightened to enjoy their meal.





Eventually a second party, including Alexander Dallas, fought its way through another hostile crowd on its journey from Cleggan school, ‘though one Scripture reader had a very narrow escape, and an orphan girl was struck’. Spirits were revived by evening visits to a ‘dark and smoky’ cabin, in which a nonagenarian ‘living skeleton’, reclining on straw and rags, assured Mr Conerney that she was happy: ‘Oh, yes; I am going home! Jesus is my all.’ The party then crept into an underground mud hovel to visit ‘a mother and her twin babes on a heap of rags. Not a single article of furniture had they; but they were contented.’ The visitors were delighted with the McNeices’ school, crowded with children and also their parents, ‘listening with intense joy to the really wonderful knowledge of their children’.102


By another account, the trouble at the tea party was stirred up by ‘bigoted Roman Catholics, who had come to the island, some from a distance, evidently bent on mischief’, following inflammatory ‘altar harangues’ on the previous day. One outsider, enraged by a flag ‘erected by the people of the island as a mark of their gratitude to the friends of the mission’, had torn it down and snapped the pole. It was this gesture that provoked two or three islanders, though not yet converts, to take on the invaders: ‘sticks were brandished in the air, the men leaping from the ground with loud yells’. When clergymen and readers tried to stop the fighting, a lay agent was ‘knocked down and severely kicked’. The writer deemed the scene ‘truly characteristic of Ireland: the men screaming, eager for the fighting; the women, some trying to make peace, others howling piteously, calling for revenge; the children crying and terrified’. When Dallas eventually joined the party with Hyacinth D’Arcy, after ‘quelling a similar riot on the opposite shore’, the combined influence of the Waterloo veteran, the former landlord, and the divine will served to chasten the combatants and restore calm. The visitors departed ‘thankful that God had overruled an occurrence which seemed likely to prove so serious’. This widely circulated narrative affirmed not merely the resilience of the missionaries and the vindictiveness of their ‘bigoted’ adversaries, but also the divisions within the Catholic community that the missions had brought to light.103


In the following year, the Society was assured that ‘the converts of Omey Island are much improved in their manners, habits, and intelligence’: ‘Nothing, save the spirit of a martyr, will enable the converts to stay firm, as more than half the island has already passed into the hands of a Roman Catholic landlord [Thomas Eyre], who is trying to possess himself of the whole island, banish the converts, and abolish the school.’104 An orphan who had been offered a situation on the island, provided that he attended chapel rather than church, contemptuously informed his prospective mistress: ‘I would not bow down to the wafer for all you are worth!’105 The island was by now a major attraction on the pilgrim trail, and so excited some lady visitors in 1855 that they dedicated any profits arising from the resultant travelogue to the erection of a new schoolhouse on Omey:106




We then went on, in torrents of rain, to Omey Island. ‘Omey’ (the Irish of which signifies ‘forlorn, forsaken’)107 is situated off the coast of Sellerna. As we were walking across the strand, the tide being out, we saw numbers of women and children running to and fro, suddenly disappearing and appearing again out of their cabins, which, indeed, are … nothing more than holes sunk in the sand, covered with sod. With instinctive Irish politeness, they were carrying chairs, or whatever they could find.… On reaching the school, we found the small cabin in which it is held crowded to excess with boys, girls, and adults, amongst whom there was not one original Protestant. While Mr. B[urke] examined them, their bright grey eyes beamed with gratitude; their mouths were wide open.





They proceeded to entertain the ladies with ‘The Omey Islander’s Hymn’, fondly modelled on Hawker’s celebrated ‘Song of the Western Men’.108 The hymn was itself to become a minor evangelical classic.109 Having promised that ‘never more shall priest of Rome | Beguile us with a lie’, the children of the mission reached their climax:









For every Omey islander


      Can tell the reason why.


Then we’ll not shut the Book of Life,


      But will their threats defy,


Since every Omey islander


      Knows well the reason why.








By then the tide was in, ‘and we were obliged to return in the Mission boat. Some of the school boys rowed us; the schoolmaster steered. One of the boys remarked, “This is the Gospel ship”; another replied, “And Christ is our captain”.’ Thus William McNeice farewelled his visitors and awaited his reward.


Omey remained a fortress against priestly aggression, and in 1856 ‘the priests … sent a young man to Omey Island to open a school there, but this attempt proved futile, for only one child left the Mission school in consequence’. The new school was closed after three weeks, and two similar experiments reportedly failed over the next year or so.110 In 1857, Shea reported that a newly appointed priest had gone from house to house in the island, in pursuit of his ‘ungodly design’ to prevent children from attending school. The scripture reader followed the priest’s steps and secured unusually matter-of-fact accounts of five of the discussions that had occurred. One example probably refers to Thomas Toole of Sturrakeen, a small farmer with several children appearing in parish records:




Visited T.T. The priest visited this man, and asked him: ‘Have you any going to the Jumpers’ school?’ R.C. I have three. P. Do you go to Mass. R.C. Sometimes. P. Why don’t you take your children from that cursed place? R.C. I don’t know; I see more children going to it, and they are learning very fast in it too.… P. I will give you a week’s time, and if you don’t take them out of it before that, I will excommunicate you, and will not give you absolution. R.C. You may do that if you like, but God will give me absolution. P. Ha! ha! I suppose you are a Jumper yourself; I will excommunicate you. He then left him.





Having failing to persuade a mother to remove her daughter (an Irish teacher) from ‘that cursed place’, the priest signified his disgust by shaking ‘the dust of his feet on the threshold’ (a recurrent trope in mission dialogues). Another islander rebutted the charge of Souperism by declaring: ‘Whatever I am the Jumpers saved me, and you would not have many but for them; they kept the country alive when ye would let them die.’ After exclaiming, ‘Oh! I think ye are all corrupted in this island,’ the priest ‘went away, and said no more’.111


The relative success of the Omey mission was clearly an irritant for Patrick McManus, parish priest of Omey, and his ever-changing company of curates. During 1858, all those associated with the ICM were ‘denounced from the altar of Claddaghduff Chapel’, and the parishioners exhorted to shun those who attended Protestant services or allowed members of their households to do so. Twice, the missionary and converts were assaulted at Claddaghduff, after Mass, as they made their way to Omey church. George Shea viewed with contempt the priest’s attempt to apply his own methods in reverse: ‘The houses of the children were visited by the priest and National schoolmaster, and money, food, and clothes offered, but NOT GIVEN!’112 Over the next two decades, however, there is no record of violence erupting on the island, now firmly established in mission folklore as a citadel for resolute converts who had outfaced their enemies against fearful odds.


A ‘flying visit’ from Alexander Dallas himself had the effect of ‘putting a match to a train of gun-powder’, so Hyacinth D’Arcy claimed in 1860. From Sellerna, the two architects of the ICM went on to Omey:113 ‘The rain began; but we reached Omey in the carriage, and found the school-house quite full. Text, John xvii.3.114 Then a baptism. Walked round to the south side of the island, and got well wet. A boat met us here from Ballyconree. It blew and rained pretty fresh; so we did not reach Ballyconree till half-past seven.’ When the island was threatened with the withdrawal of the reader in 1863, George Shea managed to reverse this cost-cutting measure by alleging that over forty Romanists had expressed their regret, exclaiming, ‘What were we, and what will we be now, but like cows and horses!’115 The island continued to be portrayed in ICM propaganda as a model mission station. According to an English visitor in 1865:




In the afternoon I went to the Island of Omey. There I preached in the large room to a most attentive congregation of converts, and afterwards administered the Lord’s Supper to about thirty communicants. Poor creatures were there, barefooted and bare-legged, with their long hair flowing wildly down their backs, and with only one or two garments on them! Yet with what attention, with what earnestness, with what a solemn spirit and manner it was entered into! How audible the responses!116





The year 1866, that of Frederick McNeice’s birth, was reportedly one of particular spiritual advance in Omey, with the closure of ‘the priest’s school’, the opening of every door to the readers, several marriages and baptisms, an admission by the Catholic landlord that the converts ‘were the best men on his land’, and the island’s first Protestant burial service – for ‘a gentleman’ who had converted in his sixty-second year. Despite pressure from relatives to call a priest, he declared that ‘he would wish to pass into his Saviour’s, and into no other hands’, so enabling the missionary to perform ‘the beautiful burial service, and in a Roman Catholic cemetery – to a congregation of over 300 persons, very nearly all Romanists’. As Shea modestly remarked: ‘To God be the glory. His work in the soul will teach us all to love Him, to love the Queen and her laws, and to love one another.’117


As the flow of public conversions dried up, missionary reports concentrated on the interest exhibited by Catholics in the mission’s schools and Irish classes, so offering a half-promise of future salvation. In 1868, twenty or more ‘Romanists’ were attending class meetings in Omey on Thursday evenings, including a man who, six years earlier, had stoned Shea ‘by order of the priest, and left [him] on the field as dead’. During a bout of sickness he expressed a desire to see the missionary, who was reassured by the man’s wife that ‘he will not now take a stone to you, for he knows better’. Another Catholic, on his deathbed, allegedly told the reader (Stephen Coursey) that ‘in your schools the children are taught well, and know more about religion than any of us. Tell the Minister to take charge of my poor children, and to bring them up as Protestants.’ The fidelity of emigrant converts was also emphasized, as in the report of a letter from America to an islander on the verge of emigration, urging the latter to ‘take to him Irish Testaments and Irish books, as he never could forget the Word of God which he learned when in Omey Island from an Irish teacher’. Such anecdotes served to mitigate the underlying failure of the mission to supplant the Catholic faith, though on Anniversary Day, each 17 January, Dallas’s dream was regularly invoked. In 1876, ‘the church in Omey Island was crowded with worshippers, who fervently united in prayer for the extension of the good work of conversion’. Two years later, however, John Conerney dwelt on past achievements rather than future prospects: ‘In every branch of Missionary labour the good work is carried on with much success in the interesting island of Omey. The adult converts are zealous, faithful, and exemplary, standing fast in the liberty wherewith Christ hath made them free.’118 William and Alice McNeice might justifiably have felt that they had not lived in vain.
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3. Outcast
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I


By the end of 1878, the McNeice family was in transition. William and Alice, now about 52 and 45 respectively, had seven children still at home, ranging from Charlotte (20) and William (18) to Herbert, a mere toddler. But on 10 October, their eldest child Caroline Matilda (26) had married John Henry Frizzell, a strapping sub-constable of the Royal Irish Constabulary stationed in Connemara. Caroline and John were married by licence in St Joseph’s church, Spiddal, by her old mentor George Shea, but William McNeice was not present to give her away.1 This event renewed the family’s connection with Sligo, since John’s father (a retired constable himself) had left his native Louth to serve the Constabulary and marry in the county. Soon after the wedding, Caroline resigned from the ICM after nearly nine years’ service. She had left home in 1869 to attend the female training school in Dublin, subsequently teaching in Dublin and in various Galway stations.2 A few months before the wedding, the family had also lost Lindsay, stricken by brain fever in his fifth year.


Of the seven children living in the schoolhouse, only Charlotte had so far achieved any independence. She had spent a few months assisting her elder sister as a monitress in Spiddal before returning to the island in January 1876. Twelve-year-old Frederick was the eldest of the middle group. There are no contemporary accounts of his boyhood experiences as an islander, though he seems to have become a keen rower and to have amused himself with some form of hurling on the sandbanks.3 Frederick presumably shared the responsibility for rearing Ferguson (10), Alice (8) and Margery (7). It cannot have been easy to maintain such a family on a combined monthly salary of £6 15s., and William’s recent promotion to reader had brought no additional income apart from a small gratuity in February 1878. Living conditions were further threatened by agricultural recession and a succession of poor potato crops, soon to cause distress in the Clifden district on a scale unknown since the Famine.


A few weeks before Caroline’s marriage, William McNeice’s temper was ruffled by an ominous event recalling the painful confrontations of his early years on the island:




Three priests lately paid an unexpected visit to the Irish Church Missions school in the island of Omey, and asked each child his or her religion, telling them they would not allow them to attend that school in future, and getting violent and abusive. The teacher told them to keep quiet and behave as gentlemen, or else to leave the place. The reply made was that they were sworn to exterminate all heretics and Jumpers, and they were quite determined to do so.





They had then visited an ‘aged convert’ who cannily described himself as a ‘Catholic’ but not as ‘a Roman Catholic, I belong to the Catholic Apostolic Church’; whereupon ‘one of the priests then seized and shook him, and said he would throw him out of doors’. ‘Old John’ further outwitted and enraged the priest by asking his daughter to attend Mass, as demanded, which she firmly refused to do. After more threats, a second priest had defused the confrontation by saying: ‘Come away, the man is sincere in his belief.’4


Sectarian animosity in west Connemara was further heightened in late November, when a young curate named William Rhatigan ‘forcibly entered the school’ at Belleek to demand two children claimed by their grandmother. When Mrs Ellen Young, the teacher, objected to their removal, Rhatigan ‘terrified both her and the children’ by describing her as a ‘rap’ and ‘an unfortunate wretch’. A subsequent court action for trespass and assault was dropped when Rhatigan apologized for using ‘offensive epithets in a moment of excitement’, apparently inflamed by the recitation of passages from the Bible on Mrs Young’s instructions.5 Three months later, the house and schoolroom were ‘set on fire over [the] heads’ of Mrs Young and her husband, a blind coastguard pensioner, and burnt to the ground.6 Rhatigan, who spent fifteen peripatetic years as a curate in the archdiocese of Tuam without securing his own parish, was soon to win praise from a ‘special commissioner’ for the Daily News as a ‘zealous and hard-working young minister of the gospel’.7


On 27 February 1879, William Rhatigan returned to the island. According to Charlotte’s account, published in the next issue of the Banner:




The priest visited the school on Thursday last, and beat my dear father with a heavy stick he brought with him. My father then turned him out, and a crowd gathered. The priest went on waving his stick to the mob to come to help him, but did not find where he was going, until he fell over a rock outside the school door and hurt his head. So then they said father beat him and cut his head, but, indeed, that is not true.





Her mother was hit by stones but ‘not much hurt’, while the reader Stephen Coursey received ‘several blows’. All of the school windows were broken but not the door, beyond which the family durst not venture even on the following Sabbath. Police protection was provided for the first two or three nights, after which the McNeices were left alone under siege, the windows blocked ‘with stones, and everything we can think of’. They were sustained only by a bag of flour and a cow, which would soon die unless she could be let out of the house ‘somewhere by night’. When the missionary and his daughter tried to visit the McNeices on the Saturday, they were beaten and repulsed at Claddaghduff, with further attacks on Monday including the breaking of grandmother Howell’s windows. The family feared worse to come, having heard ‘that our house is to be thrown down’ and that houses of two island converts were to be burnt. Charlotte’s letter depicts an unprepared and irresolute father, who ‘does not know what to do or how to manage’.8


Though no police were on hand to supply a less partisan account, several were present at Claddaghduff chapel on the following Sunday, 2 March, when Rhatigan referred to the incident in his sermon. Though speaking mostly in Irish, he pointedly began in English in order to convey his version to the police. The priest informed them that ‘he went very near being murdered’ when ‘he went into the school-house at Omey to look after some Roman Catholic children’. He named his six assailants as McNeice, his wife, his daughter (‘a big woman’, clearly Charlotte), his son (William), the teacher Michael Davies, and one of the Courseys. Rhatigan urged the congregation, ‘if ever insulted by Jumpers to resent it to the last’, and remarked ‘that if it occurred in Tipperary they would not allow their Priest to be beaten’.9


Official inquiries into the ‘scuffle’ were sceptical of both versions of the battle of Omey. Having reported the destruction of 116 panes of glass worth £3, and supplied the names of 26 rioters to the police, William McNeice had not followed up the sub-inspector’s invitation to lodge an information against the priest and initiate a private action. A resident magistrate reported that no information was likely to be lodged, as the ICM ‘intended to proceed against the Revd. Mr Rhatigan in the Superior Courts, if so advised’. McNeice himself attributed his inaction to the unavailability of police to escort him to the house of a magistrate. Galway’s Crown Solicitor advised against any public prosecution, having ‘come to the conclusion that neither parties [sic.] are free from blame for their connection with the transaction and they seem to share that opinion themselves’. The Solicitor General concurred, dismissing the incident as ‘a private quarrel’.10


William Rhatigan’s words deeply stirred his congregation at Claddaghduff, who soon showed that Tipperary had little to teach the men and women of Connemara. Police witnesses reported that a crowd of up to 200 people had assembled after the sermon, three cheers being raised for the priest. The mob had ‘hooted and shouted’ at the house of Stephen Coursey’s brother Pat before moving on to his own, where stones were thrown and a window broken. Both men were ‘what is called a Connemara Jumper’. Rhatigan, having intervened to secure the release of a boy arrested for stone-throwing, had exhibited his authority by instructing the crowd to disperse.11 Two days later, a policeman accompanying another schoolmaster was told by a man emerging from a field that Master Booth had nothing to fear: ‘that it was Macniece the Man in the Island that the people were on for Murdering on account of his striking the Priest and they would have blood for blood…. He said the People could not help it from the way the Priest was abused and that they would murder him if he came from the Island.’ Next day, William McNeice nevertheless left the island and had an unpleasant experience when passing through Claddaghduff at noon. Hearing a cry for protection, Sub-Constable Thomas Hanlon observed a man running away from three women (Honor Gorham, Celia Gordon, and Mary Davis) who, he claimed, were ‘going to take his life’. As Hanlon escorted McNeice to the reader’s house, spectators gathered and said ‘that was the one beat the Priest and that they would have blood for blood’. Thus encouraged, Honor ‘threw a large sod of turf at him’, Celia ‘brandished a short bit of stick’, and Mary threw a stone that broke another of Stephen Coursey’s panes. Honor protested that the teacher ‘had called her a whore’, and Martin King indicated that belligerence was not restricted to women by announcing that ‘he would have Macneece’s life’. The policeman, having eventually persuaded the crowd to disperse, ‘conducted Macneece onto Omey Island and left him near his own house’.12


As sectarian attacks multiplied elsewhere in the Clifden district, demands multiplied for reinforcement of the police and for prosecutions against those responsible. The unionist press throughout Ireland paid close attention to the outbreak of ‘religious intolerance in Connemara’.13 The Banner looked forward with grim exultation to the possible benefits of persecution: ‘The blood of the martyrs has ever been the seed of the Church, and will, we do not doubt, prove to be so again’.14 On 12 March, ten missionary clergymen addressed a memorial to the Lord Lieutenant, calling for an enquiry and ‘adequate security for life and property’, while expressing reluctance ‘as Clergymen to have recourse to litigation in the local Courts, where it might be difficult for us, or for humbler agents, to obtain protection in the present excited state of Public feeling’.15 Eight additional policemen had already been sent to Clifden and Cleggan two days earlier; but the memorial drew a sharp direction for an enquiry from the Duke of Marlborough, which contributed to a flurry of investigations by the police, resident magistrates and Crown Solicitor.16 Meanwhile, McNeice remained with his family on the island, ‘practically a prisoner in his own house’.17
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‘Persecution of the Convert Boatmen’: ICM, Report (1880).








II


On Saturday, 22 March, Sub-Constables Thomas Sheehan and John Dumphy were sent on protection duty to Omey Island, where they stayed overnight with the McNeices. As Sheehan deposed: ‘On the following morning William Macneece told me that as he was so long from Prayers and as he had protection that he would go to Church on that day to Sel[l]erna.’ Frederick and the younger children stayed at home with Alice. Fearful of trouble, the policemen loaded their rifles and placed them at half-cock, before leaving the house with Charlotte and the two Williams. When the party approached the chapel at Claddaghduff, on the only road to Sellerna, it was attacked by stones and turf thrown by a score of men and women, who boasted that ‘they had caught him, they would have his life’. As Sheehan backed towards the house of Michael Lynch, fending off the crowd while William dashed for safety, he was warned to ‘leave until they would get in to Macneice to have his life as satisfaction for beating the Priest’. After a half-hour stand-off at Lynch’s front door, Sheehan temporarily lost his rifle after vainly firing when an assailant jerked his shoulder. Though knocked down and beaten, he retrieved his rifle and cap, returned to the house, and found the door broken in and Dumphy defending those within. Sheehan, a Catholic, begged one of Rhatigan’s fellow curates (Thomas J. Flannery) to intervene before McNeice was murdered, and after surrendering his empty cartridge and accepting responsibility for any injury inflicted by the shot, he secured Flannery’s assistance in ejecting a man as he climbed through a window. He then ‘saw William Macneece inside the House with his head uncovered and his face and the back of his head covered with blood and I saw blood flowing down the back of his Coat’.


Despite police reinforcements and Flannery’s appeals, the mob still pressed for vengeance: ‘The women shouted to the men in Irish “Take that black devil out of that and kill him [Sheehan] as it was he killed the Woman”.’ Though nobody had been seriously hurt by Sheehan’s wild shot, he was once again knocked down, kicked, and deprived of his rifle, which he again recovered only to find it broken. Back in the house, he observed that McNeice’s ‘son appeared to have received injuries, and the daughter had a cut on her head from which the blood was flowing. McNeece had several cuts on his head and was bleeding.’ At this point Constable Michael Murphy arrived, and ordered Sheehan and others to take the McNeices ‘as quick as possible to the Barracks at Cleggan’. This they did while the rest of the party created a diversion near the chapel, though on the way to Cleggan a woman, who had heard rumours about the shooting, remarked pleasantly ‘that the Policeman ought to be killed and the eyes picked out of him’. Sub-Constable Fitzpatrick also sang Father Flannery’s praises, reporting that he had driven back the crowd and held two men bound for the house of refuge until ‘they shook themselves out of him, the Bell then rang and he succeeded in getting them all in to Mass’. Fearful of further attacks, Murphy arranged for William to be removed from Cleggan by a senior police officer and a resident magistrate, while young William and Charlotte were kept overnight at the barracks. With the teacher Michael Davies, they returned to the island next morning under police escort. Meanwhile, Fitzpatrick and Dumphy had been despatched to Omey ‘as a protection for Macniece’s wife and his other Children’. So ended the siege of Claddaghduff.


These events naturally aroused curiosity on the island, where up to twenty men and women gathered near the school on Monday, 24 March. Fitzpatrick reported animated discussion as to whether a stone that had struck him in the back had been flung by a girl in the crowd, whether Sheehan’s shot had actually caused injury (the victim’s son stating that the doctor had found ‘nothing the Matter with her’), and ‘how we were to be fed in the Island’. According to Dumphy, the police were informed ‘that only for the Revd. Father Flannery interfered they would have beaten McNiece better, that they were sorry they allowed Davis the Teacher to leave the Island but that they would not do so again’. Rumours that the police were to erect a protection hut aroused further anger. A neighbour had visited the family ‘in the Ordinary way’ to warn them ‘that the people of Claddaghduff and the surrounding locality were determined to resist with force the putting up of the hut and would not allow any Parties to be arrested by the Police and that they would arm themselves with Forks and other Weapons’.18


Passions were further aroused on Tuesday by another sermon from Father Rhatigan at Claddaghduff, when his targets were no longer the McNeices but the magistracy and the whole missionary movement. Rhatigan reportedly described the local unpaid magistrates as ‘a low mean despicable lot’, while praising the resident (stipendiary) magistrate as a restraining influence, but for whom ‘Connemara would be now glittering with the Bayonets of the Soldiers & Police’. Announcing a public meeting to condemn the magistracy, he warned that if they did not receive the same protection ‘as the soupers, … we will endeavour to protect ourselves, and I promise You that You will always have the Priests at the front’. He then gave detailed instructions on how to deal with mission agents:




Now I warn you not to allow those mean soupers into your houses not to speak to them, and not allow them walk on your lands, and if you find that they are going about distributing tracts and insulting your religion I would not strike them with a snowball that would whiten them but some other substance that would blacken them.19





Later that week, the Crown Solicitor visited Clifden to assemble police evidence about the disturbances for preliminary proceedings at petty sessions. Though reporting on 31 March that ‘things appeared to have quieted down since the removal of Mr. Macneece’ on the evening of the siege, he recommended that summonses (for riot, affray and unlawful assembly) be issued against those allegedly involved in several riots, including seventeen names supplied by McNeice himself. Though implying that the case against William Rhatigan was weak, he cannily suggested summonsing the priest, in the belief that he would confront his accusers in court and that ‘they will all go into the same Boat with him’ instead of absconding. After a meticulous appraisal by the Solicitor General, the government decided to press ahead.20 In preparation for further conflict as the court hearing approached, one hundred extra police were sent to Clifden along with eight members of the Reserve Force from Dublin. The Galway Express reported that the hut destined for the island would accommodate five men in a space twelve feet square, ‘composed of 16 pieces, each loopholed, and … lined inside with iron plates, the whole weighing four and a half tons’. The ‘peasantry’ at Omey had optimistically declared that ‘they will throw it into the sea’. In the event, the police deployment was sufficient to allow the hut to be transported as far as Claddaghduff and assembled there.21 The crisis in Connemara was by now widely covered in both Irish and English newspapers, and the Chief Secretary had faced several questions in the House of Commons.22 On 5 April, the nationalist Galway Vindicator looked forward gleefully to ‘the expected disturbances in Connemara’ should William McNeice ever return home, and noted the presence of several Dublin journalists in Clifden.23


III


On Easter Monday (14 April), the vestrymen of Omey Parish expressed their ‘very deep regret that this usually tranquil portion of Her Majesty’s dominions should have recently been the scene of so many violent outrages, the offspring of religious bigotry, which are calculated to imperil the whole district of Connemara’.24 That same evening, William McNeice and his police escort reached Clifden from Dublin, leading to nothing worse than some hooting from ‘a boy named Brown’, who was arrested.25 Next morning, the courthouse was ‘thronged for an hour or two before the proceedings commenced’, in the presence of five justices of the peace, two resident magistrates, the Crown Solicitor as prosecutor, and eight priests. In all, twenty-five men and four women were charged with respect to three separate incidents, most prominently the riot at Claddaghduff on 23 March. Collation of their surnames with ICM and parish records suggests how deeply proselytism had cut through kinship networks in Connemara: no fewer than thirteen of the eighteen surnames of alleged offenders were shared by agents or Protestant parishioners in the district.26 The cross-examination of police witnesses by W. ffrench Henderson produced some lively theatre but failed to shake their carefully co-ordinated testimony. He also met his match in Stephen Coursey, the reader, who was greeted with ‘subdued groans’. He admitted to being ‘baptized by a Roman Catholic priest, I suppose’, but could not remember attending Mass (‘derisive laughter’) before becoming a Protestant in about 1853. Asked if being a scripture reader were ‘a calling in life’, he replied, ‘Not in this life.’ When Henderson sneered that ‘I suppose in Claddaghduff it is not easy to live on locusts and wild honey’, Coursey testified that he received £4 5s. monthly from the ICM for teaching ‘the people that each man who reads Holy Scripture can take his own interpretation therefrom’. He considered himself ‘a sober, proper, honest man’.27


When the hearing resumed on Friday morning (the fourth day), it was William McNeice’s turn to speak after reaching the courthouse without incident. After declaring that he had always been a Protestant, he described his welcome at Claddaghduff on 23 March. The three Furies who had assailed him three weeks earlier were waiting:




When we arrived there a crowd of people standing near the chapel made a rush at us and many of them threw stones. I know those who struck me with stones – Celia Gordon, Ellen King, and Mary Davis (identified). Honor Gorham threw a stone, but I cannot say it struck me. I and my children ran. Old Tom Coursey, of Claddaghduff, ran across the road and thought to trip me.





Once inside the house of Michael Lynch, he was again threatened (with a mug) by Ellen King, who had climbed through a window. In the kitchen, she and Celia Gordon resorted to stones (‘so many stones were thrown at me that many of them did me little harm’), after which their menfolk set about kicking him. When McNeice declined to kneel before the priest, he was allegedly struck by part of the broken door. He declined to join in the chorus of praise for Father Flannery, who had demanded an ‘apology’ (presumably for the alleged attack on Rhatigan), asked McNeice to accompany him to chapel, and falsely suggested that he was a Jumper. Under insistent questioning, however, McNeice admitted that ‘had it not been for his interference I might have got worse treatment than I did’. Flannery himself was embarrassed and irritated by the compliments showered upon him by the prosecution, which gravely imperilled his popularity in the parish.


After a stormy cross-examination, in the course of which the defence attorney temporarily retired from the case, William was replaced in the witness box by Charlotte and then by his son William Lindsay, who declared that he had been kicked ‘in the legs and every part (laughter in the gallery)’. Soon afterwards, the magistrates returned the sixteen remaining defendants for trial at the next quarter sessions (several having already been released on bail and three, including Father Rhatigan, discharged). This decision, from a unionist perspective, ‘appeared to surprise the accused and their friends, who had been treating the whole affair as a good joke’. Three were allowed bail and the rest removed to the bridewell under a strong police escort. According to the Vindicator, a collision between the police and a hostile crowd was averted only by the exertions of Fathers Rhatigan and Flannery. The 49-mile journey to Galway jail, next morning, took twice the usual time because of bad weather and ‘frequent stops for changes of horses and for the purpose of enabling the prisoners and the escort to obtain refreshments’. William McNeice was escorted separately to Galway, with a lengthy break at Moycullen Barracks, and on to Dublin by the 4 o’clock train.28 His family remained on the island, ‘their house being guarded day and night by five policemen’.29


The protracted legal proceedings entailed heavy expenses. Just after the hearing at petty sessions, Archbishop MacHale himself contributed £5 ‘in defence of the sacred interests of religion and of holy faith’.30 An appeal for the ‘Connemara Anti-Jumper Defence Fund’ was launched by Fathers Rhatigan and Flannery, as honorary secretaries, on 12 May. Having pondered whether aggrieved Catholics were ‘to restrain their feelings and not to wreak vengeance on the murderers’ heads’, the curates advised against vengeance and in favour of ‘that which just laws would permit’.31 For its part, the ICM had allocated £16 13s. to pursuing the Rhatigan case in February.32 Involuntary levies were also applied to local ratepayers who bore the cost of the additional police, amounting to more than seventy men by 24 April, including those manning a special station at Claddaghduff and the protection post at Omey.33 In preparation for the trial, both parties generated a barrage of propaganda. MacHale organized a census of ‘so-called converts’ in the Clifden district, which (in the opinion of H. C. Cory, Hyacinth D’Arcy’s successor as rector of Clifden) grossly understated the true number.34 Defence lawyers persuaded two judges of the Queen’s Bench Division to release the prisoners on bail, after the MacDermot, QC, had facetiously offered ‘the undertaking that we will not wreck any more schoolhouses or kill any more policemen until after the trial (laughter)’.35 Following a meeting called by Father Rhatigan, the released prisoners were welcomed in Clifden by a procession of 300 people escorted by a band, but no disturbance resulted.36


Further parliamentary questions resulted in a heated debate on Souperism and the distribution of offensive tracts by ICM agents.37 For its part, the ICM published a booklet entitled Romish Persecutions in Ireland, and warned its sponsors, at the annual meeting on 13 May, that the campaign in Connemara reflected Rome’s conviction that ‘English rule in Ireland’ was weakening.38 Conerney’s report from Sellerna alternated between exultation and despair. He exulted that ‘J— S— of Omey Island, our oldest convert’, had remained ‘faithful unto death’, being ‘feared by his enemies, and held in great esteem for his blameless and consistent life’. After recounting the recent ‘repetition of the violence that characterized the early days of the Mission’, he concluded: ‘We have suffered much, but we have great reason to thank God and take courage. The poor converts have been waylaid and beaten, their lives threatened, their houses broken. A reign of terror now prevails. We look to the Lord for deliverance.’39


In the schoolhouse on Omey, Alice McNeice and her children remained under siege, despite their police guards. Though still employed as a teacher, Alice was scarcely in a position to hold classes. On 22 May, she wrote to William in Dublin that Mary Stuffle (an Irish teacher) had come ‘upstairs to me crying for protection’, closely followed by two men who, when she ‘ordered them off’, vowed to deliver her to the waiting priest and her uncle William. Mary had defiantly declared that she would tell the priest that she was a baptized Protestant and ‘of age, therefore no person has any claim on me’. After Alice had promised to ‘protect her until death’, the priest had sent word ‘that if she was not at confession on Saturday, 24th, he would drag her downstairs by the head’. At her own request, Mary was then sent off overnight to a ‘place of safety’, while Alice waited up all night in case of an attack: ‘We dare not venture out of the house.’40 Associates of the McNeices were also at risk, including the postmaster at Cleggan (Robert William King), a convert who had continued to supply the family in Omey ‘in face of the decree sent forth’. It was reported that his children were being beaten and stoned by boys at the local National school.41


On 10 June, Alice ventured as far as Clifden with three police escorts, only to find the road obstructed on the return journey by 25 large stones. In this case, ‘no injury resulted. The Constable saw her safely home & they were not further molested…. The motive was manifestly sectarian.’42 About a week later, a second memorial of protest was addressed to the Lord Lieutenant by the Connemara clergy, alleging ‘a violent and systematic persecution’, eliciting renewed assurances of police protection and appeals for abstention from inflammatory language from Lowther, the Chief Secretary.43 The McNeice family’s isolation was interrupted by a surprise visit on 14 July from Canon Cory, whose party arrived, with two policemen, ‘in a large boat manned by convert boatmen’. Having been warned not to land by ‘a number of the natives’, the intruders were obliged ‘to walk by the longest possible course, skirting the shore until they reached the school-house’. Their interview with the McNeices and some visiting converts ‘was affecting in the extreme’, revealing that attempts had been made to deprive the family of water and their cattle of pasture. When retrieving their anchored boat, Cory’s party was again abused: ‘“May the curse of God rest on you all, ye devils,” was the mildest phrase.’44
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