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AUTHOR’S NOTE
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A preliminary note to this book is necessary because doubt exists over the year of Feargus O’Connor’s birth.  18th July is accepted as the day but 1794, 1796 and 1799 have been proposed for the year. 1794 is the date inscribed on O’Connor’s memorial at Kensal Green cemetery in London. 1796 is taken from his cousin William O’Neill Daunt’s recollections of him.  The latest, 1799 was recorded by Feargus when he registered at King’s Inn, Dublin, although Donald Read and Eric Glasgow, in their Feargus O’Connor, Irishman and Chartist, think it likely that he took a year or two off his age when he gave this date.  James Epstein in his Lion of Freedom and Paul Pickering in Feargus O’Connor, A political life, follow Donald Read and Eric Glasgow's lead and settle on the year given by William O’Neill Daunt: 1796. 

Family members do not always correctly remember dates and differences in age but Feargus tells us that his brother Frank was six years his senior, his brother Arthur ‘nearly three years older.’1  Happily, there is evidence to be able to say with confidence that Frank was born on 12th June 1791 so his sixth birthday would have been in June 1797 which means Feargus was probably born in 1797.  I am going to keep to the information Feargus gives.  I therefore work on the assumption that Feargus O’Connor was born on 18th July 1797.  He anticipated that his biographers would get things wrong but he was worried that they would base their work on ‘legal trials – newspaper reports and malicious prejudice.’2  O’Connor was right to fear this because he was pursued through the courts, examined by parliamentary select committees and his character blasted by antagonists in the provincial and London presses.   Much of that appears in these pages but goes hand-in-hand with Paul Pickering’s plea ‘for a place for Feargus O’Connor in British and Irish political history. He believed he had earned it.  He had.’3 
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In February 1848, readers of Fraser’s Magazine were given a description of the famous Irishman Feargus O’Connor leader of Britain’s first nationally organised working class movement for democracy, the Chartist movement. Although ‘pale, almost cadaverous’ Feargus bore ‘an open countenance, you trace neither cunning nor the ferocity usually ascribed to demagogues ... no angry feeling, no malignant one.’1 His face also showed ‘traces of many a fierce struggle in pestiferous, crowded rooms, with sturdy, hard-headed multitudes’ as it surely did. The ten years of his leadership of the Chartists had not been easy and was about to get harder. Two months after the appearance of Fraser’s description of Feargus O’Connor there came a decisive battle-of-wills between government and the Chartists; thousands of soldiers and police were deployed against massed demonstrators, threats against O’Connor’s life were made.  1848 was a turning point. ‘I have passed through an ordeal which no other man would survive,’ Feargus said, not just of these events but of his entire life.2  That ordeal starts with his parents and in order to begin to understand Feargus O’Connor their story must be told.  

On the day Feargus O’Connor was born to Wilhelmina O’Connor (formerly Bowen), Tuesday 18th July 1797 in Enniskeane, County Cork, his father Roger was sitting in a prison cell seven miles to the east, in the market town of Bandon, put there by the English authorities because he was a United Irishman.  The United Irishmen wanted to see an Ireland of allied Catholics, Protestants and Dissenters freed from England, free of English tithes, taxes, landlords and monarchy.3 To this end they were now planning rebellion against English rule with the help of late-revolutionary France. Roger’s younger brother, Arthur O’Connor, was a leading negotiator between the two countries.  

Roger O’Connor had been perfectly open in his hatred of England’s governance of Ireland.  To the Earl of Camden, Lord Lieutenant of Ireland administering from Dublin Castle, Roger wrote telling him he represented an ‘oligarchy’ which ‘considers Ireland as a conquered province ... which they have reduced to a work-shop, for the manufacture of soldiers and sailors, to fight the battles of their task-masters.’  ‘We feel our degradation.’4  Ironically, before his imprisonment it was to England that Roger fled when first threatened with arrest: that had been in April 1797, three months before Wilhelmina gave birth to Feargus.  

Roger stayed two months at the London home of his close friend Sir Francis Burdett and wife Sophia Coutts at 78 Piccadilly.  Roger was thirty-five years old, dashing, ‘renowned for the charm of his manners.’5 Francis Burdett was a year younger and already member of parliament for Boroughbridge. He described himself as an independent radical.  It seems that Roger’s brother Arthur also was lodging at the Burdetts’ Piccadilly home while meeting, probably at addresses in the Strand or Fetter Lane, certain members of the London Corresponding Society also planning to rise against Britain’s ruling elite.6  Here, then, was a determined group of young political agitators come together. How involved Francis Burdett was in the plotting is unclear but certainly he was acquainted with John Binns, Thomas Evans and Edward Despard of the London Corresponding Society.  Within twelve months Arthur O’Connor and John Binns would be arrested, five years after that Despard was executed for treason.  

After two months in London and thinking it safe to return, Roger was arrested by Brigadier General Coote as soon as he arrived back in Ireland which is when he was put into the cell at Bandon.  This was the first of four imprisonments Roger would experience in coming months: first Bandon, then Cork City’s North Gate gaol then Dublin’s Kilmainham before his transfer to Fort George in Scotland.  Brigadier General Coote’s men found arms and ammunition at Roger and Wilhelmina’s home at Connorville.  

Connorville was a fine estate situated some ten miles west of the busy textile and market town of Bandon.  Inherited through the Connor, Lysaght and Longueville families, Roger had bought his older brother Daniel’s share so had ultimate control of the house and lands and it was here, after his release on bail, that he met his days-old son Feargus.  But the family did not stay there long. A new Protestant faction loyal to British rule, the Orange Order, had found fertile soil in the surrounding community.  ‘I went with my wife and family to Kinsale’ wrote Roger, ‘[as] about fifteen Orange, or bludgeon-men, [had] been raised... and as I did not stand well with the gentlemen of that fraternity ... I judged it prudent to leave home.’7 Some land of the Barony of Courceys close by Kinsale was owned by the O’Connors and it is likely to this southern coastline that they went, taking their large family and new-born son Feargus with them.

A French fleet had sailed close by that coastline eight months earlier, in the December of 1796 in stormy weather, with the ill-fated intention of aiding an Irish revolt against England.  Now, in the summer of 1797, Pitt’s government was aware of a second French fleet preparing to attempt what the first had failed to achieve, so arrests of men like the O’Connors were bound to happen.  Roger was arrested for a second time when Feargus was not three months old, in September 1797, for a ‘great variety of Overt Acts of Treason.’8 His accuser was another of his brothers, loyalist Robert Longfield Connor living at Fort Robert, an estate adjacent to Connorville.  Robert, a decided Anglophile, had not followed the example of his brothers Roger and Arthur by appending the Irish patronymic Ó to his name, he stayed a simple Connor.   This time Roger was kept in Cork City’s old, insanitary North Gate gaol for six months until his trial at Cork County Assizes in April 1798.  He was acquitted and the very next day, Friday 13th April 1798, again set out for London.  Roger O’Connor would not see his son Feargus or any other of his many children for three years.

Matters were urgent.  Arthur O’Connor had been arrested in England. The United Irishmen’s rebellion was now at an advanced stage of planning (raised four weeks later in May 1798) and was not to be limited to Ireland.  There was a growing conspiracy among Irish workers in and around Manchester and in London orchestrated by a priest named James O’Coigley.  O’Coigley had been arrested with Arthur at the King’s Head tavern in Margate as they were about to sail to France under assumed names: Captain Jones for O’Coigley, Colonel Morris for O’Connor.  They, with three others, were charged with high treason.  The three others were John Binns of the London Corresponding Society, John Allen United Irishman, and Arthur O’Connor’s teenage servant Jeremiah Leary.  

Knowing Arthur would be executed if found guilty, Roger rushed to London and went from family friend to influential family friend asking each to speak for his brother at his impending trial.  Within a week Roger was arrested for a third time, on Saturday 20th April 1798 by two King’s Messengers and Bow Street officers at his apartment on Craven Street off the Strand.9  He was taken to Dublin then promptly brought back again to London. What was felt by those at Connorville at news of this calamity can only be imagined.  Feargus’s grandfather Roger Connor was still living, and at the arrest of his two sons he ‘went into the woods at midnight, addressing himself to the trees, calling them his dear Roger and Arthur, and became perfectly mad.’  Or so Feargus was told for it is Feargus who has handed down this story.10 

On the opening day of the five prisoners’ trial at Maidstone, 21st May 1798, Arthur was brought to tears when Roger, fetched from London, came up from the cells below and grasped his hand.  With Roger had come a number of luminaries including Sir Francis Burdett, the playwright and member of parliament Richard Brinsley Sheridan, lawyer Thomas Erskine, statesman Charles James Fox, and Henry Grattan the Irish parliamentary reformer, there to speak for Arthur. The trial lasted into the early hours of Wednesday 23rd May when, at two in the morning, Arthur O’Connor, John Binns and Jeremiah Leary were acquitted.  James O’Coigley was not.  He was found guilty. But Arthur was not to go free either. Two Bow Street officers instantly re-arrested him on a new charge of high treason.11 It was then back to Dublin under escort for Roger and Arthur.  For the thirty-seven-year-old priest James O’Coigley it was the gallows on Penningdon Heath outside Maidstone where, claiming his innocence, he was hanged on the morning of 7th June 1798.  Thanks to Roger, Arthur had so far escaped O’Coigley’s fate but the threat of execution hung over the brothers.  

This is to show that Feargus O’Connor, now eleven months old, was born into a family intensely and famously resistant to the way things were in Ireland under English rule at the close of the eighteenth century.  It was a time of great national and family upheaval.  He would always be proud of his father and uncle for their actions of 1798.  Roger and Arthur O’Connor spent the next three years in prison without further trial.  Whether this disrupted start to their relationship was the cause of Roger’s later rejection of Feargus, or whether it was a simple character-clash even Feargus was never to know. For the first three-and-a-half years of Feargus’s life, from the summer of his birth in 1797 until early 1801, his father was known to him only through stories he heard from family and friends.  

Portraiture shows Roger as a tousle-haired, fair skinned, soft featured man. Feargus would grow to resemble him. Of the O’Connor sons, Feargus was almost certainly the brightest. It is impossible to gauge his sisters’ mental capacities as they had no public life in which to display them.  Perhaps Feargus was not biddable enough for Roger who was an egotistical man and a tyrannical father. Feargus mentions their relationship in his autobiographical Life and Adventures, that his brothers received gifts which he did not and that they were fetched home from school when he often was not.  How this affected him as a man can only be guessed.  







​
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Chapter 2
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The blue eyed, auburn haired Feargus OConnor was born into a large family.  An approximation of the hierarchy of the O’Connor children in 1797 goes like this: from Roger’s first marriage with Louisa Strachan was born Roderick in 1784, so thirteen years old when Feargus was born, then came Louisa a year or so younger. After Louisa Strachan’s death Roger and Wilhelmina Bowen married in 1788.  Taking a guess informed by later events, their daughter Wilhelmina most likely was their first child, born perhaps in 1789 or 1790. Francis, known as Frank, was born in June 1791, so six years old at Feargus’s birth. Either Harriet or Margaret Matilda could have been born next with Arthur probably coming in between these two girls: Feargus says Arthur was nearly three years his senior so born in 1794.  The new arrival of 1797 was given the names Edward and Feargus in which order isn’t clear. He would be nominated a Protestant although Roger O’Connor did not follow organised religion and neither would his son.  One more son was added to the family, this was George Roger, known as Roger, born probably in or soon after 1802.1 

After the trip to Kinsale, Feargus spent the rest of his first fourteen months of life at Connorville.  The house was approached from the east through high iron gates then down an avenue running some six hundred yards between ivy covered walls. Life there for the toddler Feargus offered everything interesting: fruit trees, hot-houses, earthen pots with full grown myrtles, horses and ponies to ride, a bowling green, more than 40 acres of lawn and grass land, and a large oak wood.  But soon life was interrupted by a visit from British soldiers with orders to destroy all this pleasantness.2 

In September 1798, just a few days before one-hundred-and-eighty soldiers foot and horse descended on Connorville, Wilhelmina was driven to do something desperate and dreadful. This was when the United Irishmen’s rebellion had been fought and lost and so, in the likelihood of her imprisoned husband being executed for treason, Wilhelmina left her children and travelled to Dublin to join him in Kilmainham.  It can safely be said that when the soldiers arrived at Connorville, fourteen-months-old Feargus was one of the three children left under the care of their nursemaid Mrs Wilson to greet them there. The soldiers consumed whatever food and wine was in the house, then:




...they demolished [Roger’s] furniture, destroyed his haggard [stores], tore down his gates and gate-piers, his hot-houses, and dug up his fruit trees by the roots, smashed his coaches, and after committing every species of depradation, kept three of his children (the eldest not more than six years old), as hostages.3 





As well as the toddler Feargus, the two other children were probably either Harriet or Margaret Matilda and Arthur then aged about four years. After the despoilation of Connorville, the three children were taken to Bandon.4 Where their older siblings were isn’t known, maybe with their O’Neill Daunt relatives over the river from Connorville at Kilcascan, or with their Bernard relatives at Palace Anne.  Years later, Feargus wrote of how he had ‘hated, abhorred, and detested the very name of England and everything English.’5 

Wilhelmina’s stay with Roger at Kilmainham prison lasted into late November and probably beyond.  She was going between her husband and Robert Stewart Viscount Castlereagh, Secretary to the Lord Lieutenant (no longer Earl Camden but now Charles Cornwallis) at Dublin Castle, trying to have Roger released.  By November she was ill.  To Castlereagh, she wrote:




[I] have been confined to my bed with a most violent rheumatism contracted in this prison, which I much fear will deprive me of the use of my limbs ... yet here I am determined to remain, till my husband shall be at liberty to go with me for the establishment of my health.  The persecution of my husband, my children, and myself, has no parallel; this effort, the last I shall ever make to obtain our liberty, I am to hope will have the desired effect, and that your Lordship [will] favor me with an answer.6 





Wilhelmina’s letter had no effect.  Where Feargus was in these months no-one now knows but he spent them in company other than his parents.  

The mass arrests of April 1798 had paid off for the British authorities at Dublin Castle, they had removed the rebel leaders from the field before the start of the rising but now they were unsure what to do with them. Mass executions seemed a step too far.  Instead it was agreed that in exchange for their lives the prisoners would provide information on the transactions of the United Irishmen without giving names and then accept exile. This, the Kilmainham agreement of 31st July 1798, was never signed by Roger O'Connor. After some resistance Arthur did give evidence to the special commission which embarrassed those who had vouched for his loyalty at the time of his trial. On 19th March 1799 Roger, Arthur and about forty other prisoners started out on the journey from their respective gaols to Fort George in Scotland.  They were kept at this garrison prison at the mouth of the Moray Firth for many months.  Wilhelmina could have had no other option than to return to her children and a ravaged Connorville.  

With tragic irony, the rebellion of 1798 produced the very thing the rebels had fought against: stronger legislative union between Great Britain and Ireland.  The Act of Union was passed in 1800, enacted in 1801, and to bring it about Pitt’s Westminster government used a combination of threats of dismissal with promises of offices and pensions to secure the necessary votes in Ireland’s parliament.7  

Opposition to the union and the way in which it was achieved would absorb Feargus O’Connor’s thoughts and energies for his lifetime.  He would learn to loathe the men who had thought to secure their own comfort and happiness at the expense of Ireland, seeing before them the pecuniary benefits of increased trade between the two countries.  But ‘no happiness resulted. The hope of English investment proved a delusion.’8 A minority in Ireland had foreseen the delusion and fought in the Irish parliament against any move towards union. Arthur O'Connor famously so in 1795.9 

Following the Act of Union, Ireland’s parliament was closed.  A ‘black and dreary change’ a ‘death-like chill’ descended upon Dublin.10  Now Ireland was represented not upon its own soil but at Westminster by one hundred elected Irish members and thirty-two lords, all Protestant because Catholics were still debarred from public office. The British prime minister William Pitt along with Dublin’s Catholic bishop John Troy had hoped for Catholic emancipation to accompany the union but this did not happen.  It would take another thirty years for that.  



	[image: ]

	 
	[image: ]





[image: ]


Chapter 3
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It was not until Feargus was three-and-a-half years old that he properly met his father.  How that meeting went is not recorded although future relations between them have been described by Feargus not simply as lacking in fatherly love but that Roger was actually cruel to him. After nineteen months incarcerated at Fort George, Roger O’Connor was freed on 25th December 1800. The days it took him and his escort, King’s Messenger Andrew Basilico, to cover the six hundred miles between Fort George and London, in blustery winter weather, was when the Act of Union between England and Ireland was enacted.1  

Although he was not exiled like his brother, Roger was not allowed to return to Ireland.  His release from prison was on the condition that he stay in England under the eye of the authorities, which he did for at least one year.  Under the Kilmainham Agreement Arthur O’Connor was transported to Hamburg along with seventeen others including Thomas Addis Emmett.  He then travelled on to Paris where he was welcomed by Bonaparte, made a general in the French army and there lived out the rest of his life.

Over dinner many years later, Feargus’s sister Wilhelmina in reminiscent mood told their cousin William O’Neill Daunt that Roger had at some time leased a house in Southgate, north of London, owned by a General Dundas.  It might have been at this Southgate house, in the New Year of 1801, that Roger and his family were reunited after his release from Fort George.  O’Neill Daunt recalls: 




The house was popularly said to be haunted, and had for some time been untenanted.  At the end of six months Roger sold off by auction all Dundas’s furniture and ornamental china, and went to reside somewhere else.  Dundas ... wrote to Roger for the half-year’s rent of the house, and also for the money realised by the sale of furniture and china.  Roger replied that he owed Dundas nothing, but that, on the contrary, Dundas was largely in his debt, inasmuch as his six months’ occupation of Southgate had disenchanted the house of its spectral reputation, and rendered it easy to get a tenant for it, which, for years, Dundas had found impossible.’2  





Regardless of exactly when the O’Connors stayed at the Southgate house, this story shows what Roger O’Connor was capable of and how typical he was of certain of the landed class who, to quote Feargus, ‘consider it a disgrace to be occupied in any other than landed pursuits.’3  Roger had a large family to feed, sons to educate and could afford these only by avoiding the payment of bills and engaging in other nefarious acts.  He played a similar game with his brother when, upon his exile, Arthur handed his Irish property into the stewardship of Roger who proceeded to purloin the rents and all other profits as his own.  Years later Arthur would bring a case against Feargus and his sisters because of Roger’s embezzlement.4  Roger O’Connor saw himself as O'Connor Cier-rige, head of his race, and might, like kings of yore, have considered himself possessed of a right to the wealth of others.  Such was the nature and personality of Feargus’s father.

In July 1801 Feargus had his fourth birthday and was seeing England for the first time.  Frank, Arthur and he were schooled at Streatham at an establishment run by a Mr Finlay where, according to Feargus, ‘the sons of all the first men were educated.’5  It almost certainly was during this episode at Mr. Finlay’s that, at ‘a hopping match at the Pigeon Ground at Battersea’ the young Feargus jumped and hopped great distances ‘never putting the second foot to the ground.’ He remembered it and reminded Frank of it in a letter written years later.6  And if he was, as he says he was, a wild devil as a child, this would explain Mr Finlay’s habitual punishment of him with a ‘huge cane.’7  

Home tutoring drew Feargus into the world of his parents:  




When I was allowed but half a glass of wine, the toast that my father used to propose was PROSPERITY TO IRELAND, and when I was entitled to two, the second was “DOWNFALL TO TYRANNY ALL OVER THE WORLD,” ... I was the youngest, it was my task to read the parliamentary debates and speeches of the reformers ... my eldest brother’s task was to read Cobbett’s Register, ... my second brother read the Examiner, and my third brother read the leading articles in the daily and weekly newspapers.8 





After his allotted time in England Roger, Wilhelmina and their children were allowed to return to Connorville.  It could not have been a cheerful return. The house and grounds were no longer the pleasant place they had been before the soldiers’ visit of 1798 but there they settled into as normal a life as Roger would allow. Feargus was briefly sent to Mr. Chater’s school in Clonmel, Tipperary, more than a day’s journey from home.  Five or six years old, he would be showing all the free-spiritedness and quick understanding that he clearly possessed, and growing physically strong and agile.  

The O’Connor family was to stay only a few months at Connorville because Robert Emmet, brother of exiled Thomas Addis Emmet, was planning a second rebellion centred on Dublin.  Two or three months before this second attempt which took place in July 1803 Roger and Wilhelmina let out Connorville and moved their large family, to which they had added their fifth son George Roger, up to Dangan House in County Meath.  Dangan was a convenient and suitable place, Roger thought, to entertain Napoleon Bonaparte and his retinue when the French invaded England and came to assist the Irish rebels, for it was situated no more than fifteen miles north-west of Dublin and close by the county town of Trim.9

There was danger in inviting the French into Ireland, made clear enough in Napoleon Bonaparte’s rapacious campaigns in the Italian states and Egypt.  And Feargus would know what this bogeyman Bonaparte, who was to stay in their house, did to disobedient boys.  He developed a dread of invasion by the French.  But no French forces came to Ireland in 1803.  The rising was a failure for which Arthur O’Connor, who had broken the terms of his release from Fort George in returning to Ireland for this second attempt, had to make a swift get-away back to France.  

Dangan had been one of the childhood homes of the Duke of Wellington.  It was a house of two stories, built upon the footings of Dangan Castle demolished decades earlier.  Roger took the estate on a permanent lease from Colonel Thomas Burrows who had bought it from the Wellesleys. The estate ran to some 500 Irish acres (about 800 English acres) and on it grazed a flock of more than 400 ewes and lambs.  Roger had income from the family’s land holdings but also had never-ending expenses to meet.  There was rent to pay, a steward and estate staff to pay, house, stables, grounds and livestock to maintain, a large family to cloth and feed and his sons now numbering five not only to educate but to maintain in proper fashion.  Things had not turned out as hoped, no rising, only a huge estate to keep up.  In the summer of 1804 Roger started selling off the woodlands.  Oak, beech, ash, elm and deal trees were advertised.  Then the sheep.  The impression is of a family managing to enjoy a degree of pleasurable calm after much disruption.  

Roger, Wilhelmina and the children stayed at Dangan in County Meath for twelve years during which Feargus, Frank and Arthur schooled with Mr. Leney on the coast at Blackrock where the boys bathed in the sea every morning.  Feargus was a pupil there until about 1810, the year of his thirteenth birthday.  ‘It was a first-rate school,’ he recalled ‘and the boys were examined every half year by the Senior and Junior Fellows of Trinity College.’10 Although Arthur was three years older than his brother Feargus, they were in the same class. ‘Pets are generally dunces’ Feargus matter-of-factly states in his autobiography, and ‘Roderick and Arthur were my father’s two pet children.’  At Leney’s school there was a system of awards or premiums:




My father was dreadfully annoyed at my getting premiums and Arthur none.  At school it was customary for boys to sell their chance, as it was called, to some of their opponents, and upon one occasion I sold my chance in Greek to my brother Arthur for a tortoise-shell pocket comb. During the examination, I found that a boy named Duckett was likely to get the premium, and that Arthur had no chance, so I pulled up the lost ground and won the prize. Arthur related the circumstance to my father, and told him how I had cheated him out of the premium, whereupon I was instantly flogged and sent back to school for the holidays.11  





Whatever was amiss between Feargus and his father took many years to right.  It was something which Wilhelmina, evidently devoted to Roger, seems to have been unable to soften.  Feargus says he was often kept at school during holiday times: 


Our vacation was five weeks in the summer and five in winter; my brothers were always brought home upon the first day of the holidays, while I was frequently left at school during the whole holiday.’12 



And when he was at home things were not happy.


[M]y brother Roderick, had four magnificent hunters, my brother Frank a splendid pony called ‘Chick,’ my brother Arthur as splendid a pony. These three were my elders, and my brother Roger, who was the youngest, took his airing every day in a little chariot, a splendid covered carriage drawn by four goats magnificently harnessed, and a servant to attend him; while I was not allowed to ride one of my brother’s ponies, or to go into the goat carriage.  I can scarcely blame my father for the treatment I received as I was very wild, while probably it was the treatment that made me so.13 





The family’s relatively calm life at Dangan came to a sudden and tragic end when first, in January 1809, the house was gutted by a fire. It was widely believed to have been set by Roger for the insurance money but in the blaze he lost his preliminary work on his Chronicles of Eri which meant a great deal to him, and his son Frank confessed many years later that he had accidentally started the fire by ‘spilling molten lead on the floorboards when casting bullets for his target pistols.’14 The fire was a disaster but a much greater disaster awaited the family.  

The loss of Dangan House led Wilhelmina to move with her youngest children into lodgings on Westmoreland Street in Trim.  Within eight weeks at Trim, her youngest son Roger contracted measles. Wilhelmina nursed him until she was infected and died on 15th March 1809.15 Feargus was eleven years old. He does not mention his mother in his writings, and Frank also kept quiet for most of his life about the start of the fire which had caused his mother to move to Trim where the measles virus awaited them.  After their mother’s death, their lives now completely unravelled and surely pitched into a well of misery, Feargus and Frank went to live with Roderick who by then was living independently in a house built for him on one of the islands in the great lake at Dangan, created in the 1770s by Lord Mornington, father of Wellington.  ‘Frank and I lived with my brother, Arthur lived with my father,’16 He and Frank slept in the same room, probably bed.  

Roger O’Connor was an emotional man.  Perhaps he felt a need to get away because not long after the death of Wilhelmina he left Dangan for London where he lodged on Maddox Street.  1809 was the year in which his friend Francis Burdett spoke in the House of Commons for an increased electorate and a decrease in the corruption and violence which accompanied parliamentary elections but he spoke to a complacent and non-representative parliament with a membership of landowners elected, by a reasonable estimate, by less than five percent of the male population: so little more than two percent of the entire adult population of the United Kingdom. His motion towards the democratisation of an elite-controlled nation was defeated 74 Nays to 15 Ayes.17  

In February 1810 Roger was still in London when an extraordinary event took place on Piccadilly.  England and France were again at war. To minimise the scandal of a disastrous military expedition against Napoleon’s forces on the island of Walcheren off the Netherlands’ coast, parliament  banned newspaper reporters from the House of Commons gallery during debate.  Burdett published a letter in his friend William Cobbett’s Political Register condemning government secrecy, so parliament ordered Burdett’s arrest for libel against the privileges of the House.18 O’Connor and Burdett barricaded themselves against the officers of the House of Commons inside the Burdetts’ home at 78 Piccadilly for three days, from Friday 6th April 1810 until Monday the 9th.  This stand-off produced a riot in surrounding streets.  

Londoners gathered outside Burdett’s house, some wearing blue ‘Burdett forever’ armbands.  Many attacked nearby houses of men they did not like: Castlereagh’s, Charles Yorke’s on Charles Street, the prime minister’s on Downing Street; houses in Grosvenor Square, Savile Row, Albermarle Street, the Haymarket and Pall Mall, St James’s Street, Bond Street, George Street, Conduit Street.  But the men who owned these houses also controlled the military.  Fighting broke out between soldiers and civilians. Two men were killed and many injured.  It took Horse Guards and Cavalry to clear the front of Burdett’s house on Monday 9th April 1810 so that officers of the House of Commons could force the front door and enter the building backed-up by soldiers with fixed bayonets.  They were met in the hallway with the apocryphal utterance from Burdett, ‘This is all I want.  Gentlemen, I surrender to superior force!’19  Why would Francis Burdett not believe Roger O’Connor had been ill-used by those in authority?   

When Roger returned to Ireland in June he was sure to tell his children the tale of this weekend, to tell them of an outrageous injustice when the great radical reformer Sir Francis Burdett was taken off to the Tower on the authority of a corrupt political system.  It is the kind of tale to stick in a twelve-year-old’s head and Feargus would have fully appreciated the implications of what happened that April weekend in 1810.  His father would make it clear how a superior force had again conquered a weaker but nobler one.  



	[image: ]

	 
	[image: ]





[image: ]


Chapter 4
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After the fire and then their mother’s death, life for Feargus and Frank in Roderick’s house at Dangan was not a happy one. 


I told my brother that I would much rather work for him and earn my bread, than live in a state of dependence.  The proposal was accepted, and I felled timber, cross-cut timber, quarried stones, made mortar, [and] carried the hod.1 





But life continued unhappily.  One summer’s day, probably mid-summer 1811 and after release of Francis Burdett from the Tower, Feargus suggested to Frank that they go to him in London.  Feargus was a precocious thirteen-year-old, Frank nineteen.  Frank O’Connor was a reserved and shy young man and it is Feargus who seems to have been the leader in this plan.2  There was some sense to it as Francis Burdett was Frank’s godfather.  The brothers left Dangan unannounced on the backs of two of Roderick’s horses: a strike for freedom from a home which brought them only unhappiness. They made their way across the water to Bristol where they declined an offer of jobs as footmen but enjoyed their journey east across England during which they willingly accepted hay-making in Wiltshire until finally they reached Kensington.  They had something to eat at the King’s Arms Hotel before Frank walked the last two miles alone to Piccadilly to see the Burdetts.  Feargus recalls:


When he returned, he told me that Burdett had had a letter from my father, expecting we would call upon him, and requesting him to send us back.  Burdett extracted a promise from my brother that we would return, and gave him a fifty pound note to take us back.  We started next morning, in the most melancholy mood, my brother regretting that he had promised to return, but resolving not to break faith with Sir Francis. We walked to Bristol, stopping at little country Inns, where we felt ourselves more happy and cheerful than at large Hotels, and when we arrived at Bristol, a little sailing packet, called the Greyhound, was prepared to start.  She was a very small and frail old bark ... Well, we had not been long at sea, when there came a most violent hail and thunder storm; we were knocked about like a shuttle-cock, lost our mast and our rudder, the hatchways were shut down, the Captain’s son was upon his knees roaring like a mad bull, we were seven days and seven nights knocked about without mast or rudder, until at length we were picked up and towed into Cork.3 





Feargus and Frank stayed in Cork City for two weeks and ‘were very jolly,’ when a letter came from their father, ordering them home.  


I shall never forget my feelings, or my brother’s feelings, when the intelligence was announced.  We looked at each other sternly, when I said – “Frank, let us cut away again; I would suffer anything rather than return home.”  He looked at me and replied – “But I can’t break my promise to Burdett.”  We were started on the following morning by coach, and I never shall forget my feelings as I entered the porter’s lodge, sat down there for a while, and then we dolefully wended our way through an avenue, across the Lake until we arrived at my father’s house.’4 





Once back at Dangan and standing before Roger they were asked had they ever reflected upon the disgrace brought upon him by their running away.  “Yes, sir,” Frank replied, “and I am sorry for it.”


Then with an eye of fury, he turned to me and exclaimed, “Did you ever reflect upon it?”  I answered in a very doleful tone – “No Sir”.  He again got furious, jumped out of the room, and in a few minutes returned, and strutting about the room, and flourishing his arms, exclaimed – “My arm is yet young enough to wield the sword to recover my country’s crown.”  He jumped out of the room to find Burdett’s letter ... The moment he had retired, I also jumped out of the room, and ran off to my brother’s house, and in a short time my brother Frank followed me.



Feargus told his brother Arthur about his time in England and Arthur said he would like to do the same, so they hid themselves for three days in a hay barn while going to the tenants at night.  Although Feargus’s outlook was optimistic, although he was brought up in affluence, his adolescent years at home were a mixture of misery counterbalance by a high-spiritedness and self-determination which he displayed in everything he did.  His father was a difficult and tyrannical man who did not in the slightest degree appreciate anything he felt challenged him and Feargus was a challenge.  Their relationship continued badly. 

The relative peacefulness in which the O’Connors had lived at Dangan when Wilhelmina was alive (and coincidentally when Roger was under bail to keep the peace for seven years) dissolved in a series of court cases brought against him for sharp practice and assault.  First, in March 1811, Roger was charge with the assault of one of his tenants Henry Ogle.  Feargus’s half-brother Roderick, now a young man in his early-twenties and his father’s favourite, also was charged.  Roger declared their trial held at Trim on 13th March to be a set-up between Ogle and the judge Lord Norbury. Roderick was acquitted but Roger served one month in gaol. ‘Justice is not to be had for me in the county of Meath,’ he said.5 

Three months later a Dublin timber merchant took Roger to court over the ownership of some beech and ash. The timber merchant won his case after Roger’s main witness, an English woman living in one of the garden dwellings at Dangan, was quizzed by the prosecuting attorney Mr. Macnally. Mr. Macnally wondered out loud to the court whether this ‘beautiful Priestess of Dangan ... has not a predilection for the O’Connors above all other mortals – is there evidence of reciprocity – is there presumptive evidence of mutual affection – of mutual enjoyments.’6  This woman went by the name of Mrs Smith and was bold enough to live openly at Dangan and to endure this treatment in defence of Roger.  Very probably she and Roger had met in London during his months there, after Wilhelmina’s death.

That was not the end of it.  On 28th October 1813, local postmaster Henry Doyle was attacked in the grounds of Dangan by two masked men ‘who never uttered a word’ as they ‘bound his legs with cord, and forced a sack over his head.’ The half-yearly rent Henry Doyle had a few minutes earlier collected from Roger was taken from him.  After freeing himself, Mr Doyle encountered Mrs Smith in the grounds.  Roger joined them and expressed great surprise at the robbery.7 

The event which truly damaged Roger O’Connor’s reputation was the famous and dreadful Galway mail coach robbery.  On the night of Friday 2nd October 1812 a gang of men attacked the Dublin to Galway mail coach at the turnpike at Chappah Hill, nine miles along the road from Dangan.  The guard was shot dead, a passenger wounded and the coachman beaten.  Personal possessions and the mail bags were taken. Within the week, eight men had been arrested and rumours began to spread of Roger’s involvement. ‘Whispers were presently afloat,’ Roger later said. ‘I heard the tale of infamous wretches who dared to make mention of my name.’8 Months later a man named Michael Owens was arrested and it is Owens who later would bring about Roger’s arrest and trial for the Galway mail coach robbery. But in 1812 the matter seemed to go away.  No arrest of Roger O’Connor was made for now. 

What Feargus and Frank thought of the controversies surrounding their father is not known but Feargus’s future, and often repeated, avowals of taking not a penny for himself from Chartist funds could well have resulted from his father’s poor reputation.  Feargus was at school and distanced from the family during these unsettled years but Roger’s behaviour must have made things difficult for him.   In 1813 he was sixteen-years-old and still a student, now at the school of a distant O’Connor relative Thomas Willis in Portarlington, County Laois, forty or so miles south of Dangan.  Being ‘the biggest boy, I never went to school at all, but amused myself with walking and riding.’9  On three days of the week he rode with Lord Portarlington’s hounds on a horse owned by Thomas Willis called Syntax.  

Late in 1814, while still at school, Feargus experienced his first romantic affair.  He developed a passion for one of Thomas Willis’s daughters, probably Eliza. 


My school master had a most beautiful, graceful, modest, and highly-educated daughter.  Four or five of the biggest boys, as well as myself, had fallen desperately in love with her: and, determined to have the first chance, I immediately proposed to her, when she told me that I should first ask for her father’s consent.  Indeed, I do not think that she would have married a prince without her father’s consent.  I summoned up courage enough to propose for her, and, upon doing so, the housekeeper was instantly ordered to pack up my traps, and ... I was expelled from this school.10 





In the Connor archive at Manch House a letter was found by historians Donald Read and Eric Glasgow dated 30th January 1815, written by Roger O’Connor to his seventeen-year-old son Feargus. Roger pours bitter criticism over Feargus’s romantic notions of marriage: ‘Have you thought of my condition, and that of all your brothers and sisters? ... If such is your nature that you could prefer the gratification of your own depraved debased passion ... never shall you see my face, nor ever during your existence shall you receive, nor any human being proceeding from you, the means of one hour’s life from me, nor through me.’11  Roger was not a man to defy yet the irrepressible Feargus, of all his children, was the one most likely to. There was, of course, no engagement with Thomas Willis’s daughter although Feargus says he continued to travel from Dangan to spend nights in the garden-house with her (and her maid) till near morning.12  

This early romance is a well-known story from Feargus’s time at Thomas Willis’s school yet there is another, not well-known, which reveals other aspects of his developing character. One day while on his way from Portarlington to Dangan he was caught in a thunder storm: 


I galloped up to a house at the road-side, put up my horse, and was invited to take shelter in the house.  The house was near Carberry Castle, and turned out to be the residence of a highly respectable Roman Catholic clergyman. He was out, attending to the sick in his parish, and his mother, a very old lady, was confined to bed with rheumatic fever.  When I heard this I announced that I was a doctor, and should be glad to prescribe for her.  I visited her, and prescribed the most simple remedy, namely – to bind her limbs with combed wool.  The old lady ordered the wool to be prepared, and requested that I would perform the operation of applying it.  I was a very wild devil; and, not wishing to refuse, I complied, although reluctantly; and when I had performed the operation to a certain height, I was obliged to put my head under the clothes, and made the bed shake again with laughter.  In the evening the priest returned home, and treated me most hospitably, as priests usually do.  In the morning ... he requested of me to prescribe for his mother, which I did in the most simple way, which a child might have taken – and I started for Dangan, where I remained for four days ... On my return, I met a funeral ... I asked whose funeral it was, I was informed that it was the mother of his reverence, that was “kill’t” by a young rascal that gave her poison.13  





One hopes no poisoner, but an act of reckless practical joking to which he confessed years later and which was indicative of a character trait he would carry into adulthood.

Soon after this, probably early in 1817, Dangan was sold.14  Roger returned to Connorville, which was probably in a state of dishevelment, while his three youngest sons Arthur, Feargus and Roger went to live at Fort Robert, the home of their loyalist uncle Robert Longfield Connor. Where the daughters Louisa, Wilhelmina, Harriet and Margaret Matilda went is not recorded. Wilhelmina might already have married William Smithwick; the three single others maybe stayed with their father but more likely with relatives nearby.  

There was still the Galway mail coach robbery to be dealt with.  On information given to the authorities by the robber Michael Owens in exchange for his life, Roger was arrested at Connorville on Sunday 19th April 1817.15  He was taken up to Dublin’s Newgate gaol, then on 1st August was escorted to Trim for his trial.  These were serious charges which would result in execution if proven and Francis Burdett arrived in Ireland from England, also on 1st August, to defend his friend having crossed over on the Union packet.  

Feargus was in Trim on the day of his father’s trial, Monday 4th August 1817. It was a stiflingly hot day and Roger, overwhelmed, walked arm-in-arm with Burdett accompanied by Roderick and the county’s High Sherriff from Trim gaol to the court.  Feargus did not walk with his father and brother, his day started alone with the unexpected sight of a hanging in Trim town square:


. . . just as I turned the corner, the drop fell and five poor creatures were suspended at one and the same time.  The shock had such an effect on me that it nearly paralysed me.16 





A few minutes later the shocked twenty-year-old took a seat in Trim courtroom.  What else he saw that day was a court crowded ‘to suffocation’ but which, from the moment of his father’s appearance, sat in respectful silence.  This was a crucial moment in the lives of the O’Connors.  If Roger were found guilty he would be hanged, probably in Trim town square.  Along with the rest of those in the courtroom, Feargus witnessed the prevarication of the prosecution witnesses and heard their contradiction of each other; his heart would have swelled when the prosecution declined to call their remaining witnesses and he would have been on his feet and cheering with the rest when, after eleven hours, Roger was acquitted by a jury which did not even bother to retire from its box to consider the matter. So, a day which started badly for Feargus ended gloriously for the O’Connors, thanks in no small part to the courtroom performance of Sir Francis Burdett.17 

Understanding the man who was father to Feargus O’Connor is difficult.  Roger has long been cast as a conniving half-mad man.  He loved his country, considered himself its inherent leader and chronicled its history in order to keep alive Irish culture which was repressed under English control.  He was exceedingly popular among the local working people and was a friend to prominent liberal-minded men. Francis Burdett believed Roger to be a man repeatedly persecuted by the corrupt political factions of their time and one acquaintance thought him ‘one of the finest fellows I ever saw.’18  That said, much controversy travels with Roger.  There is a description of him talking to his children which reads as though it comes from an eye witness: 


He put a finger to his lower eye lid, pressed against the eye ball & fixed his look on a candle that was on the table, then bid the children do the same, & said to them ‘Do you not distinctly see two candles?’ and being answered in the affirmative, he added, ‘And yet in reality there is but one candle.  The fact is there is no reliance on human testimony of any kind.’19  





Such was the paternal influence received by Feargus O’Connor.  His father was not above embezzling his own brother in order to maintain his lifestyle and he ruled his family like a puppet-master. Roger O'Connor was a man who believed himself to exist unfettered by accepted social rules: he was, in his own mind, king of Ireland.  

For all his life Feargus defended Roger’s reputation but it was a reputation which reflected badly on him in his life-time and beyond.  Family chronicler Bernard Burke added to the trend by saying ‘the penumbral shadow of some of his father’s irregular exploits created a large amount of prejudice against the son.  This prejudice Feargus soon neutralized, by the vivacity and frankness of his very ingratiating manner, and by his loud and constant declarations of his fealty to O’Connell.’21 The O’Connell whom Bernard Burke mentions is Daniel O’Connell of Derrynane.  Derrynane, on the south coast of Ireland in County Kerry, is some seventy-five miles west of where Connorville stood.  Daniel O’Connell was the preeminent Irish politician of his day, that is for the first half of the nineteenth century.  When Feargus and his two brothers took up life at Fort Robert and began to step away from Roger’s penumbral shadow, there was yet some time to come before he would come to know O’Connell, Ireland’s Liberator.  
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Chapter 5
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As well as being blued-eyed, red-haired, fair skinned and freckled, Feargus O’Connor had a snub nose and in the opinion of an Irish acquaintance a very ugly face.  Another mentioned his ‘broad massive forehead’.  By his early-twenties he had reached his full height which was more than six feet – very tall for the times.  'In point of height, bulk, and muscle, he might have been a model for a Phoenician Hercules.'1 He sometimes wore rings on the fingers of both hands, hands which bore old scars on their palms from climbing a wall topped with glass to filch fruit from an orchard when he was a school boy.  As a young man he considered himself a gentleman yet had a lively sense of humour which he sometimes indulged in practical joking.2His cousin William O’Neill Daunt recalls Feargus’s ‘big, burly, brawny, round-shouldered figure, and his long, fiery tresses.  His very look was a joke.  They used to call him Red Cat...’  ‘Feargus was the only man I ever knew who could walk about the room shaving his face without cutting it.’3 Their mutual acquaintance the Irish politician Cecil Lawless thought Feargus ‘one of the most amusing companions I have ever met.’4  William O’Neill Daunt says more of him: 


His manners were excessively conciliating; in private they were courteous and refined; in public they were hearty, rattling, and impulsive.  He had frolicsome touches of mimicry, nickname, and claptrap; he now and then let off a telling pun.  His courteous demeanour alternated with a certain indescribable swagger, which, however, was not in the least degree offensive, and merely indicated the excellent opinion which he entertained of himself, without disparagement to any one else.  He was a capital raconteur. His talents as a mimic were considerable.  His was not that mere parrot mimicry that imitates sounds only; he was a mimic of sentiment and feeling; he could take up the whole train of thought as well as the voice, and present you with a faithful and exquisitely ludicrous resemblance of mental as well as vocal characteristics.  He also excelled in repartee. He had strong satirical powers, a formidable readiness in retort, and could pounce with caustic and merciless sarcasm on the weak or ludicrous point of an antagonist; so that whenever any incivility was attempted at his expense, he retaliated with a pungency that made his opponent repent the rash assault.  But Feargus, when not attacked, was remarkable for suavity and excellent temper.5 



Fort Robert, where Feargus lived as a young man with his Longfield Connor relatives, was a large two-storey house with a central main entrance set upon an esplanade, three deep south-facing windows to either side, six windows above.  It was ‘a handsome residence on an eminence above the vale of Bandon’ with a ‘beautiful view of the windings of the Bandon River’ and approached along a mile-and-a-half long winding avenue to its door.  Once inside you entered a huge hall, to either side of which were expansive reception rooms. This house had once been surrounded by oak woods which by Feargus’s time were mostly gone.6  Possessing nearly 200 acres, Fort Robert stood in the parish of Kinneigh which covers some 26 square miles and in the 1820s sustained a population of five-and-a-half thousand on its arable, pasture and wooded lands.  

1816 was probably the year when the three daughters of Robert Longfield Connor, Mary, Elizabeth and Anne were joined by their cousins Arthur, Feargus and Roger. Other cousins, the O’Neill Daunts, lived across the Bandon river from Fort Robert at Kilcascan; and the Bernards lived close-by in the splendid Palace Anne on the road between Bandon and Balineen.  There was much toing and froing, house to house.  William O’Neill Daunt recalls a ‘very merry day’ fox hunting in 1821 on Anne Longfield Conner’s grey while Feargus took a shabby old mare named Meg, ‘probably for the joke’s sake.’  Feargus later said he had a great horror of gratuitous cruelty to animals.7 

William O’Neill Daunt wrote of those who made up the household at Fort Robert during the 1820s: 


They were very hospitable and very amusing, indeed, they were comically conscious – at least some of them – of their entertaining qualities.  I have heard Feargus say, with funny self-complacency, “I am the most agreeable man I ever met, when I am dressed for it.”  They were anxious to impress on all a belief of their ancestral grandeur.  Mary, sister of Feargus, pointing to her brother Roger, said to me, “That is one of the most high-born young men in Ireland” – a modest mode of insinuating her own patrician claims.’8 





Feargus’s older brother Arthur and their cousin Mary Longfield Connor married in 1821 and went on to have at least two children one of which, Roger, would be close to his uncle Feargus in later years.  Feargus’s younger brother Roger married Elizabeth Longfield Connor in October 1820 but Roger died nine years later still in his twenties; two years later Elizabeth married again to James Ronayne of Annbrook on 8th June 1831 at Canovee, County Cork.9  These young families may well have lived together at Fort Robert during the 1820s, so life for them would have been companionable and lively, with children running about the place.  

But while Robert Longfield Connor, head of the household, was still alive Feargus makes clear in his autobiography that it was not easy to be a young man of liberal views living under his roof at Fort Robert.  One evening over the dinner table Feargus was ordered to leave the house after offending one of his uncle’s Orange Order friends with his radical views.10  This most likely happened in 1818 or 1819, not long after the three O’Connor sons came to live there. Now banished from his uncle’s house, Feargus and his brother Arthur lived together, presumably on the estate ‘in a little mud cottage with clay floors, which we repaired and thatched ourselves.’ We had nearly a hundred acres of land, which we took from one of the tenants; we had no servant, and we worked with our labourers from morning till night.’11 This kind of life-style suited Feargus.  His happiest times were spent working on the land.  Farming brought to him a sense of the rightness of life, that it bedecked ‘the face of nature ... with Nature’s children.’12  This feeling was to stay with him throughout his later career as a politician, when behind every plan and cause would lie the desire to provide working families with plots of land to be tilled to their own benefit instead of labouring under the control of Ireland’s landlords or in the factories of England’s industrialists.   

As a young man in his early twenties and having not a farthing in the world:


I asked my brother Roderick to lend me £100 to begin the world with, and that I would honestly pay him.  He said he had not a farthing, though he had thousands ... After a great deal of coaxing, he accepted a bill for sixty guineas ... and I commenced the world as a horse jobber.  I went to the fair of Naas, and bought three horses.  I was a capital judge of horses, and one of the best horsemen in the kingdom, and I went on so flourishingly that in the course of a few months I had seven splendid hunters and two grooms.13 





Feargus did not passively buy and sell horses, farm, hunt and pay visits to relatives and friends.  He gave, according to his cousin ‘occasional indications of the spirit within him by attacks on prominent local abuses.’14  There was a wide network of families in County Cork who supported the prevailing social system of Ireland many of whom were Feargus’s relatives, and a smaller radical-thinking network which did not.  Feargus was of the latter group.   The Act of Union and the treatment of the poor cottier of Ireland appalled him so that his outrage at supporters of this system never left him.  He said many years later:  


The farmer oppresses the labourer even more than the landlord oppresses the farmer. For one tyrant in broadcloth there can be found in Ireland twenty tyrants in frieze. Nevertheless, of all classes in Ireland, the landlord class is the most in fault; for if they performed their duty honestly by the tenant, the tenant would have no excuse, nor any precedent for maltreating those to whom he sublets.15 





For this, he blamed the effect the Act of Union had had on Anglo-Irish landlords, those who had migrated to England when the Union was formed in 1801, those who now allowed the usage and careless treatment of cottier families surviving at the very bottom of Ireland’s social hierarchy with no claim to the soil in which they planted their potatoes, and he cursed the Act of Union for maintaining it.  ‘[T]he Irish are, of all the European populations, the worst clad, the worst fed, and the worst housed. This fact speaks trumpet-tongued against the Union,’16  

Beneficial use of the land and repeal of the Union as a means to better the lives of the poor of Ireland were the issues which would come to dominate O’Connor’s thoughts so that when he came to England to take up his parliamentary seat in 1833 and was later caught-up in the Chartist movement, these two issues were the undercurrent to all that he did.  But that was a long way off.  In 1819, when he was twenty-two years old, the ‘wild devil’ embarked on the useful and common course of studying law at King’s Inn, Dublin.  This is the year his brother Frank left Ireland for Venezuela with Colonel Aylmer’s Lancer Regiment and Feargus, as far as is known, never saw him again.17  

A month after Frank’s departure the Dublin Evening Post of Thursday 19 August 1819 warned its readers not to imitate ‘the conduct of the Reformers in England,’ meaning the eighteen people killed and dozens injured by local yeomanry on Manchester’s Peter’s Field on Monday 16th August.  They had come to hear Henry Hunt speak on parliamentary reform and repeal of the Corn Laws.  Feargus was to become an admirer of Henry Hunt.

1822 was a significant year.   The potato crop failed in Ireland.  Famine in the south and west of the country followed, then came fever.  Already in Cork, Limerick, Kerry, Tipperary and Clare there was great social unrest and in February 1822 Robert Stewart Viscount Castlereagh, now 2nd Marquis of Londonderry and Foreign Secretary under the incumbent Tory government, told the House of Commons that from ‘official papers laid before the House, it is impossible not to draw the conclusion that Ireland is in actual and open rebellion.’18 He was talking about the Rockites, their violent acts against Irish landowners (of which fraternity Castlereagh was one) and who were engaging in fights with yeomanry and regular soldiers.  This had everything to do with the Tithe Laws which allowed the Protestant Church of Ireland to extract one-tenth not just of their adherents’ but also the majority Catholic and Dissenters’ incomes and produce, in this year of famine as in any other.  As the Catholic tenantry had only crops and livestock it was these which were taken.  ‘[L]et me find no more of your tyrannising over poor people,’ wrote the unidentified Captain Rock ‘or else you will sorely repent it, and leave the poor people their potatoes and turf for the poor have troubles enough over them beside you and every other vagabond of your kind troubling him.’19  

One section of the Rockite movement is reported to have been offering £10 for every musket taken from a yeoman, £20 for every yeoman put to death, £100 for an officer and £50 for a sergeant.20 Castlereagh saw only one solution to this ‘insubordination.’  It must be put down ‘by the strong hand of Justice.’  ‘Nothing could be more fatal ... than yielding to these deluded people.’  Then he asked the House that ‘leave be given to bring in a bill for preventing outrage and disturbance, and for putting down rebellion in Ireland.’21 The landed Anglo-Irish wanted the flow of their rent monies undisturbed and this was how they would get it, through Acts of repression.  

The Rockite movement did unequivocally address the grievances Feargus wanted to right.  In 1822 he was a young man of twenty-five years and well understood the source and felt the magnitude of the injustice of the Tithe Laws:


Although I was very young, nevertheless I was capable of understanding the atrocious and tyrannical cause of the people’s dreadful suffering ... that the tyranny of the landlords and the parsons was the cause of the revolution, for there was a complete revolution; scores of houses being burned, and piles of arms being taken every night.22 





On 25th January 1822, a battle between the Rockites and the Scots Greys took place on a steep hill at Deshure, about seven miles north of Connorville and Fort Robert.  The story goes that Feargus fought there on the side of the Rockites, managing to avoid capture unlike five of his companions, Daniel Croneen, Denis Murphy, Timothy Hallahan, Richard Drummy and Edmund Reen who were ready to sacrifice themselves for the cause and did so.  They were hanged at Deshure on 28th February 1822.23  Soon after their execution, a local magistrate and relative of Feargus warned that the same fate awaited him unless he left the country.  


He told me that Col. Miller, the Colonel of the Scots Greys, had informed him that a schoolmaster of the name of Crowley was prepared to swear ... that I was the Commander in Chief of the Whiteboys [Rockites]; that I was encamped with them at Deshure; ... that I lent them my horses at night to go out and steal arms; and that one of my horses was wounded in the shoulder.  He further stated, that when the rebels were routed the Scots Greys charged up the hill; that when they arrived at the summit, I jumped a grey horse over a mud wall that had been erected as a barricade; that I presented a pistol at the Captain; it missed [sic] fired, and I took a knife out of my pocket, struck the flint, and shot the Captain through the arm.  He also stated that I wore a blue frock coat, and that a bullet passed through the skirt, and wounded me in the leg.  Well, curiously enough to related, there was a burnt hole, about the size of a bullet, in the skirt of my coat.  I had been smoking a cigar, and some of the ashes had fallen upon it, and still more curious to relate, I also had a sore leg at the time.24





Many went by the name of Captain Rock who in legend wore a blue frock coat and a hat with a white feather.  One man thought to be the leader in Cork County was a land owner named David Nagle who was captured, tried during Cork Summer Assizes in 1823, then hanged.25 Feargus acted on his relative’s advice and left Cork for London which, strangely, was the safer place for him.  


I mounted a horse, rode all the way from Cork to Dublin, embarked with my horse for Holyhead, and rode all the way to London, where I lived thirteen months, until the breeze had blown over, in a humble garret at No. 4, Northumberland Street, in the house of Major O’Flaherty.26  





Feargus’s lodging at 4 Northumberland Street was but a few steps away from Charing Cross then an open and busy place south of the royal mews (now Trafalgar Square), and was but a few steps in the other direction from Hungerford Stairs leading down to the murky waters of the Thames. On Wednesday 22nd August 1822 he surely would have walked up to Charing Cross, perhaps with his co-lodger a son of Wolfe Tone, to watch the passing of the funeral cortege of Castlereagh, Marquis of Londonderry, he who had called for a coercion Act for Ireland six months earlier, the man to whom Wilhelmina O'Connor had fruitlessly written when in Kilmainham gaol in 1798.  Castlereagh had killed himself at his home in Kent when depressed and desperate, and at midday his coffin was taken through Charing Cross on its way to Westminster Abbey.   

Northumberland Street is also where Feargus says he wrote plays, and at a furious pace. His later literary output shows that he was a fast and expressive writer so the short time in which he claims to have written four plays at his lodgings in 1822 might not be so improbably exaggerated: two tragedies a comedy and a farce.  One tragedy was titled ‘Constantia and Cardenio’, the comedy ‘Bull or O’Bull’ illustrating Irish manners and customs, and the farce ‘Mock Emancipation’ inspired by George IV’s visit to Ireland in 1821.27 Doubtless Feargus also did what any charismatic and very amusing young man might do while in London in the early reign of George IV, or any other reign: enjoy amorous adventures as they presented themselves.  What his manner towards women was it is impossible to say but he prided himself in being a gentleman in his public life so some courtesy was doubtless maintained in his most private life too.  His social life very likely involved riding in Hyde Park, fishing on the river up-stream from the city at Fulham or Chiswick, enjoying high society's salons, going to the theatres and keeping good company.

‘I was fond of theatricals,’ he said, and in Regency London there were many theatricals of a lively nature for him to enjoy.28 There were the Theatres Royal in the Haymarket, Covent Garden, and on Drury Lane, and the major unpatented theatres: the Lyceum, the Kings, the Adelphi and Olympic. All were boisterous places, generally playing three entertainments each night.  These were the days of actors Edmund Kean and Lucy Vestris, both then performing in London.  Feargus later entered theatre manager Vestris’s social circle. At about this time Vestris's lover was Thomas Slingsby Duncombe, a man Feargus later would befriend and work closely with.  He could quite easily have met 'The Vestris' and Tommy Duncombe at greenroom or other social gatherings as early as this self-exile.  Duncombe was a great gambler, lover of back-stage and a regular at the popular hostess Lady Blessington's evenings held at Gore House across from Hyde Park's South Carriage Drive, and although there is nothing to say Feargus attended these famed events he very likely mixed in these circles.  In age there was one year between the two men, Duncombe being the older.  In future years, Lucy Vestris would often work with a much younger and equally talented Louisa Nisbett, the woman fated to become the love of Feargus's life, he of hers.  

While in London it is easy to imagine the twenty-five-year-old Feargus enjoying the patronage of his father and uncle’s wide group of friends.  He surely paid visits to Sir Francis Burdett and wife Sophia Coutts, now living down from Piccadilly at 25 St James’s Place.  He met Burdett’s old friend the political reformer Thomas Hardy, he who had founded the London Corresponding Society shortly before Feargus’s birth.  Hardy was impressed with the twenty-five-year-old and called him ’a young man of very fine talents.’29  And during these months in London Feargus might well have met William Cobbett journalist and farmer, he who had published Burdett’s letter in 1810.  Although in 1822 Cobbett was out and about on his rural rides, when at home he farmed a small holding in Kensington village no great distance from St James’s. Feargus was already developing an opinion in favour of Cobbett’s spade husbandry and later said: 


I did not establish it as a mere speculative theory; I had tested it in some measure myself, for I had carried out the spade husbandry to as large an extent in my own country as any other person living in that country, and I found I could make the land produce three times as much by spade husbandry as I could by ploughed husbandry.'30  





Perhaps through these social connections Feargus oversaw the publication of his father's book, The Chronicles of Eri being the History of the Gaal Sciot Iber.  The Chronicles was published in London by vegetarian, radical and free press advocate Sir Richard Phillips in November 1822.  It was a history of Roger’s 'adored Eri.'  He says the book comprised translations of ancient Phoenician manuscripts accompanied with notes by him.  ‘Should you find fault with, or reject my words,' he said to his readers, 'let it be done according to reason, not prejudice, and before you condemn, be sure you have sufficient grounds therefor. [sic]’ Richard Carlile, in his cell in Dorchester for his part in the aftermath of the Peterloo Massacre and for publishing Thomas Paine’s Age of Reason and Elihu Palmer’s Principles of Nature, thought it superb.31  

​​​
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Chapter 6
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After thirteen months in London, Feargus resumed his life in Ireland in too quiet a fashion to give much relatable detail.  Having completed his law training at Dublin's King's Inn, he had yet to be called to the bar and so, in the years between this and his eventual parliamentary career, it was horses, sports and farming which were his occupations.  He spent a lot of his time farming at Fort Robert, applying the system of spade husbandry some of which he relates:  


There is a very handsome field adjoining my house and containing about fifteen acres of land; this field, from its proximity to the house, was kept for many years in meadow ... I was one day walking through the field with Dr. Longfield ... In our walk he kicked two or three times at the surface, and said "Now, what can you do with this field for the next five years?  ... Upon the following morning I put a pair of ploughs to work and turned it up ... I employed a great number of men and dug it well; I allowed it to remain in ridges during the winter, and upon the first fine weather in March I employed about a hundred hands.  I set them to dig as you would dig a kitchen garden ... while women followed the spades with baskets, picking up every root and fibre ... When the farmers in the neighbourhood heard that I was going to sow barley in such a field, one in which barley never grew before, they declared unanimously that I was stark staring mad ... Summer arrived and ... [t]he weeds which lay smothered for years had all come to life and I was well laughed at.  I set all hands to work however, and did not leave one yellow spot in the whole fifteen acres. In harvest time the crop was literally a show, which people came from various parts to see.1 





In 1824 Feargus’s eldest brother Roderick emigrated to Tasmania by which time Frank had already been five years away from Ireland serving with Simon Bolivar to free territories of South America from Spanish control.  These brothers could not have been more different in nature.  Feargus and Frank spent their lives fighting other people’s causes while Roderick in Tasmania appears to have spent his fighting for his own.  He was described by one who knew him as ‘a man of immense estate ... of blasted reputation ... and of viperous tongue and pen.’2 His appointment by Governor George Arthur as Tasmania’s land commissioner was made at a time when the people of the island were being repressed and murdered.  It is unlikely that Feargus knew this latter detail of his brother Roderick.  A neighbour and distant relative, Standish Smithwick, recalled Feargus saying: 


Roderick is the greatest man in Van Dieman’s Land, my brother Frank is the greatest man in South America, and I, as I need scarcely tell you, am the greatest man in Ireland!’3 





Feargus had a dry and lively wit.  This comment gives a flavour of it. The Swiss politician Benjamin Constant said that to everything Feargus did he brought a sort of flippancy, a ‘light touch,’ very like his uncle Arthur.4  

In these years of the mid-1820s Feargus would have seen a good deal of his numerous relatives living close by in County Cork. The Daunt family at Kilkascan Castle south of the river Bandon from Fort Robert was one of the closest in both location and spirit.  It was the eldest son William who recalled much of his cousin Feargus in these settled years in Cork.  They were close. One story he gives is this: Feargus 'was walking over Shehy Mountain with the late Mr William Shuldham and some ladies, when the path was crossed by a marshy vein about four or five feet wide, which brought the ladies to a standstill.  Feargus, outdoing the exploit of Sir Walter Raleigh, flung himself on his back across the vein, and begged the ladies to do him the honour of walking over him to the opposite side.'5 

Feargus does make an appearance in a local paper, the Cork Constitution or Cork Advertiser in its 13th June 1826 issue for he was intimately involved in the locally sensational court prosecution for homicide of his twenty-six-year-old cousin Daniel Connor.  Daniel had come to Cork from his home in Bristol three years earlier to build Manch House on the western portion of the Connorville estate where he now lived.  Another relative, Lieutenant Bernard Beamish of Palace Anne, was accused of homicide with him.  
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