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​The Wearing of the Green: The Life of James Napper Tandy

James Napper Tandy, ironmonger's son, Dublin municipal agitator, Volunteer artillery commander, co-founder of the Society of United Irishmen, French général de brigade, and the revolutionary immortalised in "The Wearing of the Green", was one of the most consequential and most contradictory political figures of the eighteenth-century Atlantic world. Born in the Cornmarket district of Dublin in 1739 and educated at the celebrated Quaker school at Ballitore alongside Edmund Burke, Tandy devoted thirty years to the transformation of the political order that governed Ireland, building his popular authority through the guild halls and council chambers of his native city before helping to found the United Irishmen alongside Wolfe Tone. He took the oath of the Catholic Defenders, commanded Volunteer artillery before the Irish Parliament, and eventually sailed as a French general toward the Donegal coast in 1798, arriving to find the rebellion already crushed. Arrested in Hamburg, tried for treason in Dublin, sentenced to death in Lifford Jail, and ultimately released through Napoleon Bonaparte's personal intervention during the Peace of Amiens negotiations, Tandy died in Bordeaux in August 1803, just weeks after Robert Emmet's final failed rising. This is the first full narrative biography of a founding figure of Irish republicanism, honest about his failures, generous toward his courage, and attentive throughout to the world that made him and the world he helped to make.

Chapter 1: The Cornmarket World, Dublin in the Age of Ascendancy


The City at Mid-Century

The Protestant Merchant Class and Its Discontents

The Cornmarket and St. Audoen's Parish



Chapter 2: Father, Forge, and Field, The Making of a Merchant's Son


James Tandy Senior and the Ironmongery Trade

The Dual Identity: Merchant and Landowner

Maria Bella Jenkins and the Family Circle



Chapter 3: The School at Ballitore, Quakers, Conscience, and the Education of a Radical


Abraham Shackleton and the Ballitore Experiment

Edmund Burke and the Question of Influence

The Limits of Quaker Pacifism



Chapter 4: Apprentice to Agitator, The Early Career of a Dublin Tradesman


The Guild of Merchants and the World of Trade

The Apprenticeship and the Trade on Dorset Street

Marriage to Anne Jones: Wealth, Connection, and Stability

The Churchwarden and the Bell



Chapter 5: The Disciple of Lucas, Municipal Politics and the Free Citizens of Dublin


Charles Lucas and the Tradition of Dublin Radicalism

Election to the Dublin Corporation, 1777

Eighteen Years of Agitation

The "Shopkeeper Class" and the Politics of the Street



Chapter 6: The Empire and the Island, Ireland's Economic Subjugation


The Navigation Acts and the Bonds of Commerce

The American War and the Irish Opportunity

The 1779 Boycott: Trade as Political Weapon

Pitt's Commercial Resolutions and the Defeat of 1785



Chapter 7: Arms and the Citizen, The Irish Volunteers


The Origins of the Volunteer Movement

Tandy's Artillery Corps

The Rotunda Demonstration of November 1783

"Grattan's Parliament" and Its Limitations

Expulsion and Independence: The Dublin Independent Volunteers



Chapter 8: The French Horizon, Revolution, Rights, and a New World


The Fall of the Bastille and Its Irish Echoes

Thomas Paine and the Language of Rights

The Tree of Liberty at College Green

The National Journal: Journalism as Revolution



Chapter 9: The Union of Hearts, Founding the United Irishmen


Wolfe Tone's "Argument" and the Case for Catholic Alliance

Belfast, October 1791: The First Society

Dublin, November 9, 1791: Tandy Takes the Chair

The Goals of the Society: Reform, Emancipation, and Union



Chapter 10: Catholics, Defenders, and the Dangerous Alliance


The Penal Laws and Their Human Cost

The Defender Movement: Agrarian Violence and Political Consciousness

Tandy Takes the Defender Oath

The Common Council Debate of January 1792



Chapter 11: Honour, Parliament, and the Art of the Duel


Solicitor General Toler and the Insult in the Commons

Parliamentary Privilege and the Speaker's Warrant

The Chase and the Crowd

A Popular Hero in Hiding



Chapter 12: The Roads to Exile, From Dublin to Philadelphia


The Closing Net: Sedition, Treason, and Flight

Hamburg and the Atlantic Crossing

Philadelphia: The Capital of the Atlantic World

Wilmington, Delaware: Exile Among Exiles



Chapter 13: The Lobbyist of Liberty, Tandy in America


The French Diplomatic Network in Philadelphia

Wolfe Tone in Paris: A Race Against Time

The Bantry Bay Failure and Its Consequences

The Decision to Go to Paris



Chapter 14: The General of Nothing, Paris and the French Directory


Paris in the Year VI: The World of the Directory

The Rivalry with Wolfe Tone

The Claims and the Credibility

Général de Brigade: The Commission and Its Meaning



Chapter 15: The Anacréon Sets Sail, Expedition to a Burning Island


The Summer of Blood: Ireland in 1798

The Anacréon: Ship, Crew, and Mission

Dunkirk to Donegal: The Voyage North

September 16, 1798: Landfall at Arranmore



Chapter 16: The Rutland Island Farce, Catastrophe on the Donegal Shore


The Proclamation and the Empty Village

The News from Ballinamuck

The Question of Tandy's Condition

Flight and Aftermath



Chapter 17: The Storm Around Hamburg, Arrest, Diplomacy, and the Free City


Bergen to Hamburg: The Refugee's Road

The "American Arms" Inn and the British Intelligence Network

The Senate of Hamburg: Between Two Empires

Emperor Paul and the Intervention of Russia

The Collapse of the Directory and the Final Surrender



Chapter 18: The State Prisoner, Trials, Jails, and the Gallows Shadow


The Court of King's Bench, Dublin, February 1800

Lifford Jail and the Architecture of Confinement

The Second Trial and the Death Sentence

James Tandy Junior and the Campaign for Mercy



Chapter 19: Napoleon's Gambit, The Peace of Amiens and the Price of a General


The First Consul and the Law of Nations

The Negotiations at Amiens

Britain's Calculation: The Politics of Clemency

Bordeaux, March 14, 1802: The Free Man



Chapter 20: The Final Years, Bordeaux, Liberty, and the Shadow of Haiti


Life on the Rue Montreuil

The Haitian Revolution and Tandy's Universalism

Robert Emmet's Rising and the Last Chapter of 1798

Death and Funeral: August 24, 1803



Chapter 21: Verdicts of History, The Contested Legacy of Napper Tandy


The Hostile Tradition: Froude and the Critics

The Sympathetic Tradition: Barrington and the Nationalists

Modern Scholarship: The Bridge-Builder

Tandy and the Tradition of Popular Radicalism



Chapter 22: The Wearing of the Green, Tandy in Ballad, Memory, and Myth


The Ballad and Its Origins

The Gap Between the Man and the Myth

Tandy in the Landscape: Monuments, Memorials, and Absence

The International Soldier: Tandy and the Atlantic Revolutionary Tradition



Chapter 23: Geopolitics and the Irish Question, Britain, France, and the Revolutionary Wars


The Strategic Importance of Ireland to Britain

French Strategy and the Irish Card

The Failure of Coordination: Bantry Bay, Humbert, and the Anacréon

The Act of Union and the End of an Era



Chapter 24: The World Tandy Made, Legacies, Lessons, and Long Shadows


The United Irishmen and the Republican Tradition

Sectarianism and Its Persistence: The Failure of the "Cordial Union"

Tandy and the Municipal Tradition

What Tandy Tells Us About Revolution



Chapter 25: The Bones of the Matter, Sources, Evidence, and the Historian's Craft


The Primary Sources: What Survives

The Problem of Tandy's Self-Presentation

Contested Memories: Irish Historiography and the 1798 Revolution

A Note on the Ballad Evidence





	[image: ]

	 
	[image: ]





[image: ]



​Chapter 1: The Cornmarket World, Dublin in the Age of Ascendancy
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​The City at Mid-Century

To understand James Napper Tandy, one must first understand the city that made him. Dublin in the 1730s and 1740s was a place of extraordinary and barely contained contradiction, a city simultaneously magnificent and miserable, proud and profoundly unjust, bursting with commercial energy and yet shackled by the economic arrangements of empire. It was, by most measurements of the age, the second city of the British Empire, a statement that was entirely true and almost entirely misleading, for the designation of "second city" implied a kind of parity with London, a participation in the fruits of empire, that the reality of Irish life comprehensively denied.

The Dublin that Tandy's eyes first opened upon was a city in the midst of a sustained physical transformation. The great Georgian building programme that would eventually give Dublin some of the finest civic architecture in Europe was already underway, driven by the ambitions of the Wide Streets Commission and the tastes of an Anglo-Irish Protestant ruling class anxious to announce itself as a civilised and legitimate governing order. Merrion Square and Fitzwilliam Square would come later, but even in the 1730s and 1740s, the skeleton of Georgian Dublin was beginning to assert itself, in the new public buildings rising along the Liffey quays, in the widened streets pushing northward from the old medieval core, in the confident Palladian grammar of doorways and fanlights that expressed the self-assurance of the Protestant Ascendancy. The Parliament House on College Green, completed in 1739, the very year of Tandy's birth, was perhaps the most powerful single statement of that ambition: a great classical colonnaded building that announced, in the language of European civilisation, that Ireland had a legislature, a governing class, and a claim to permanence.

Yet only a short walk from College Green, the picture dissolved into something altogether different. The Liberties, that dense, ancient quarter to the southwest of the city, running from the Cornmarket down through the Coombe and out toward the Kilmainham road, was a world apart from the Georgian ambitions of the Ascendancy. The Liberties had once been the great engine of Dublin's textile industry, and the Huguenot refugees who had settled there after the revocation of the Edict of Nantes in 1685 had brought with them the craft traditions of French silk weaving, establishing a quarter of extraordinary productivity and skilled artisanal culture. But by the 1730s, that industry was already under siege. Westminster's commercial legislation, designed to protect English manufacturers from Irish competition, had systematically undermined the Dublin wool and textile trades, driving thousands of weavers into poverty. The streets of the Liberties were crowded with men whose skills were becoming redundant, whose earnings were shrinking, and whose resentment was accumulating in ways that would eventually make the quarter one of the most politically combustible places in Ireland.

Between these two Dublins, the Georgian city of the Ascendancy and the crowded, suffering Liberties, lay the world of the merchant and tradesman, the middling Protestant commercial class, the men of the guild halls and the counting houses and the modest but respectable streets of the old medieval city. It was in this world, specifically in the ancient district of the Cornmarket, that James Napper Tandy was born on 16 February 1739 and baptised at the church of St. Audoen's the same day. It was this world, its specific anxieties, its particular grievances, its complicated position between power and powerlessness, that would shape everything he became.

The physical fabric of mid-century Dublin was a constant reminder of how history had sedimented into geography. The old medieval city, clustered on the south bank of the Liffey and still largely defined by the street patterns of Norman and Viking settlement, had been overlaid by centuries of English administrative architecture, the Castle, dominating its hill to the east of the Cornmarket, was the most potent symbol of that layering. Dublin Castle was not merely a building; it was a system of power made visible in stone and mortar, the seat of the Lord Lieutenant and the centre of British executive authority in Ireland. From its yards and offices radiated the patronage networks, the intelligence operations, and the executive commands that governed Ireland on behalf of Westminster. To be in favour at the Castle was to have access to appointments, contracts, and preferment; to be out of favour, or, worse, to be identified as an enemy of the administration, was to court professional ruin, prosecution, or exile. Tandy would eventually experience all three of these consequences, but in the 1730s and 1740s, the Castle was simply part of the landscape of the city he grew up in, a fixture of the horizon as familiar and as oppressive as the weather.

The river Liffey bisected the city, and in this period it was increasingly the site of commercial activity rather than residential settlement. The Custom House, rebuilt and expanded as Dublin's trade grew through the middle decades of the century, stood at the eastern end of the quays, the physical embodiment of the toll that empire levied on Irish commerce. Goods moved along the quays in both directions, iron, wool, linen, cattle hides, butter, and grain moving out toward the wider world; coal, timber, manufactured goods, and luxury items coming in from Britain and beyond. The economy of the quays was the economy of a colonial entrepôt, exporting raw materials and semi-processed goods while importing the finished products of more developed industrial systems, a structural relationship that would become one of the central grievances of Tandy's political career.

The social geography of the city was not simply a matter of rich and poor quarters, though the contrast between wealth and poverty was stark enough. It was also a matter of religion, and religion in eighteenth-century Ireland was not a matter of private faith but of public status, legal capacity, and political power. The city was divided, as all of Irish life was divided, by the great fault line of the Penal Laws, the body of legislation that discriminated systematically against Catholics and, to a lesser degree, against Protestant Dissenters such as Presbyterians. Catholics were legally prevented from purchasing land in fee simple, from holding public office, from sitting in Parliament, from carrying arms, and from practicing their religion in full public visibility. The effect of these laws on Catholic life in Dublin was complex and uneven, wealthier Catholic merchants found ways to work around some of the restrictions through legal fictions and the connivance of sympathetic Protestant friends, but the laws created a fundamental distinction between the Protestant population, who were citizens in a full legal sense, and the Catholic majority, who were not. This distinction was the bedrock of the social order Tandy would spend his life challenging, and it was also the fact that made his eventual alliance with Catholics so legally dangerous.


​The Protestant Merchant Class and Its Discontents

Tandy was born into the Protestant merchant class, a grouping that occupied one of the most psychologically interesting positions in eighteenth-century Irish society. These men, and it was almost entirely men who exercised the institutional roles, were not the Ascendancy. They did not own the great landed estates of Munster and Connaught, did not sit in the House of Lords, did not govern the country through the great offices of state or command the regiments of the British garrison. They were tradesmen, merchants, craftsmen, guild members, and minor landowners, men who made their living through commerce and manufacture rather than through the rents extracted from Catholic tenants on sprawling acres. They shared the Protestant faith that gave the Ascendancy its legal supremacy, and they benefited from many of the disabilities imposed on Catholics, they could vote, they could sit in the Dublin Corporation, they could join the guilds, they could own property without the legal obstacles placed in a Catholic merchant's path. But they were not the Ascendancy, and the Ascendancy was not slow to remind them of the fact.

The great divide within Protestant Ireland in the eighteenth century was the divide between land and trade, and it was a divide that carried enormous social and political weight. The landowning class regarded merchants with a mixture of condescension and economic dependence that perfectly expressed the contradictions of their position. They needed the merchants, needed the credit the banks extended, needed the markets the trading networks created, needed the prosperity that commercial activity generated, but they did not regard them as equals. The Dublin Corporation, the body through which the merchant and artisan classes exercised what political power they had, was perpetually in tension with the aldermanic oligarchy that sat atop it, a self-perpetuating clique of wealthier merchants who had accumulated enough property and social connection to style themselves as near-gentlemen and who were correspondingly suspicious of any challenge from below.

The specific economic grievances of the Protestant merchant class in mid-century Dublin were real, numerous, and deeply felt. Westminster's commercial legislation bore most heavily not on the landed Ascendancy, whose revenues came primarily from agricultural rents and who were in many ways insulated from the competitive pressures of trade, but on precisely the merchants, manufacturers, and skilled artisans who made up Tandy's social world. The restrictions on Irish wool exports to markets other than Britain, the Navigation Acts that channelled Irish trade through British intermediaries and subjected it to British customs duties, the prohibition on Irish direct trade with the British colonies in America, all of these measures had the effect of subordinating the Irish commercial economy to the requirements of British manufacturers and British merchants. The wool and textile workers of the Liberties were the most visible victims of this subordination, but the merchants who traded in wool and textile goods, who financed the weavers and sold their products, who depended on open markets for their livelihoods, felt the same pressure in a different register. Tandy grew up in a commercial world that was simultaneously dynamic and constrained, full of entrepreneurial energy and yet hemmed in on every side by the legislative architecture of economic empire.

There was also a constitutional dimension to the discontent of the Protestant merchant class that went beyond simple commercial self-interest, though the two were never entirely separable. The Irish Parliament that sat in the great building on College Green was, by mid-century, an institution that its more thoughtful Protestant members were beginning to find inadequate and even insulting. It was a Parliament that could not initiate legislation without the prior approval of the British Privy Council, operating under the terms of Poynings' Law of 1494, which required that all Irish legislation be approved in London before it could be introduced in Dublin. It was a Parliament that sat at the pleasure of the executive, that was packed with government placemen and borough nominees, and that did not even, for much of the century, bother to hold regular elections. For a man of Tandy's cast of mind, shaped by the commercial values of the guild world and increasingly influenced by the political ideas circulating in the broader Atlantic world, this Parliament represented not a constitutional safeguard but a constitutional embarrassment, a body that provided the form of self-government while denying its substance.

Yet the Protestant merchant class was not a revolutionary class in these middle decades of the century, and it would be anachronistic to read the radicalism of the 1790s back into the Dublin of the 1740s and 1750s. The grievances were real, but the political imagination required to translate them into a programme of fundamental change was slow to develop. The model that most Protestant reformers of mid-century Dublin worked from was not revolution but constitutional restoration, the recovery of ancient rights, the proper functioning of English liberties in an Irish context, the removal of specific abuses rather than the dismantling of the entire system. It would take the inspiration of the American Revolution, the intellectual provocation of the French Revolution, and the specific political education of men like Tandy himself to transform those reformist instincts into something far more radical. But the raw material, the resentments, the sense of subordination, the frustration with a system that excluded the merchant class from genuine political power while depending on their economic productivity, was present from the beginning, embedded in the social texture of the world into which Tandy was born.


​The Cornmarket and St. Audoen's Parish

The Cornmarket district, where Tandy entered the world in February 1739, was one of the oldest settled areas of Dublin, its name preserving the memory of the medieval grain market that had once been held there and that had drawn farmers and merchants from across the surrounding countryside to trade at the foot of the old city walls. By the eighteenth century, the market itself had largely dispersed into other parts of the city, but the character of the district, dense, commercial, artisanal, deeply rooted in the practical world of buying and selling, had not changed fundamentally. It was a neighbourhood of narrow streets and close-packed buildings, of workshops and storerooms and modest family residences above commercial premises, of the smell of sawdust and metal and the sounds of craftsmen at their work.

The dominant physical presence of the district, the building that gave it its spiritual and civic identity, was the ancient church of St. Audoen's, the oldest of Dublin's medieval parish churches and one of the oldest surviving buildings in the city. St. Audoen's stood on the edge of the old city walls, its tower visible from a considerable distance, its great wooden door one of the most storied entrances in Dublin. The church was dedicated to St. Ouen, bishop of Rouen, brought to Ireland by the Anglo-Normans who had built the original structure in the twelfth century, and its very age made it a living connection with the deep past of the city, a past that predated the Ascendancy, that predated the Reformation, that stretched back to the Norman settlement that had first made Dublin a city of European consequence. That James Napper Tandy was baptised here on 16 February 1739 was not merely a biographical detail but a placement, an entry into a specific community, a specific set of civic and religious relationships, a specific inheritance of local identity.

The parish of St. Audoen's in the mid-eighteenth century was a community of considerable social range, though it was overwhelmingly Protestant in its formal civic life. The vestry of the parish, the body of leading parishioners who administered the church's affairs, managed its property, levied its rates, and exercised the small but real powers of local self-governance that the parish system afforded, was composed of exactly the kind of men who surrounded Tandy in his childhood: merchants, ironmongers, small manufacturers, minor professionals, the respectable middling sorts who formed the backbone of the Anglican commercial community. Serving as churchwarden in such a parish, as Tandy himself would later do at St. Audoen's in 1765, was not merely a religious duty but a civic one, it placed a man at the centre of the community's self-governance, gave him access to networks of social credit and mutual obligation, and provided practical training in the management of collective affairs that translated directly into political competence.

The streets immediately surrounding St. Audoen's and the Cornmarket were lined with the workshops and premises of craftsmen and traders of every description. Ironmongers were particularly well represented, which was both the reason for and the consequence of the elder Tandy's establishment in the district. The ironmongery trade, supplying tools, hardware, nails, hinges, latches, chains, and a hundred other iron goods to the building, agricultural, and manufacturing industries, was a trade that connected the urban commercial world to the broader economy of the surrounding countryside. An ironmonger of any substance needed to know farmers and builders, estate managers and ship owners, landlords and labourers; his business was a web of credit and relationship that extended far beyond the immediate neighbourhood. For the young Tandy, growing up above or adjacent to his father's premises, the daily routine of the trade would have been a sustained education in the mechanics of economic life and the social geography of Dublin's commercial world.

The guild halls were another defining institution of this urban landscape, and their importance to Tandy's formation cannot be overstated. The Guild of Merchants, to which the elder Tandy belonged and into which the younger would be admitted in October 1760, was one of the most powerful of Dublin's ancient guilds, with a history stretching back to the medieval period and a constitution that gave it a formal role in the governance of the city through its representation in the Dublin Corporation. The guilds were not merely trade associations; they were constitutional bodies, possessing the right to elect representatives to the Corporation, to resist infringements of their chartered privileges, and to present petitions and resolutions on matters of public concern. They were, in a real sense, the institutional infrastructure of middle-class political life in eighteenth-century Dublin, and the man who could speak for the guilds, who could mobilise their members and direct their collective energies, wielded a form of political power that was quite distinct from, and in many ways more immediately effective than, the formal power of parliamentary representation.

The street markets of the Cornmarket and the surrounding districts were the daily theatre of this commercial world, the places where the social and economic relationships of the neighbourhood were enacted in the most visible and immediate form. Market day in eighteenth-century Dublin was not merely a commercial event but a social one, a gathering of the neighbourhood's inhabitants, a performance of community, a space in which the status anxieties, the political opinions, and the cultural habits of the commercial class were displayed and negotiated. For a naturally theatrical personality like Tandy, a man who would later demonstrate an extraordinary instinct for public gesture and popular performance, the market world of his childhood was an education in the art of addressing and moving a crowd. The demagogue does not appear from nowhere; he is made by the specific social environment in which he learns to speak, to persuade, to read an audience and give it what it needs. The Cornmarket district, with its daily commerce of goods and gossip, its dense human proximity, its culture of public speech and collective action, was precisely the environment from which a political organiser of Tandy's particular type could most naturally emerge.

It was a world, too, that existed in permanent consciousness of its own fragility. The artisans and small merchants of the Cornmarket and the Liberties knew, from direct experience, how quickly commercial prosperity could be destroyed by forces entirely beyond their control, by a legislative decision in Westminster, by a change in trade policy, by the caprice of a viceroy at the Castle. They had watched the linen trade flourish and the woollen trade collapse; they had seen entire neighbourhoods impoverished by the loss of a single major contract or the imposition of a new commercial restriction. This precariousness generated both a fierce attachment to practical economic rights and a deep suspicion of the political arrangements that gave Westminster the power to make decisions that devastated Irish livelihoods without consultation or consent. James Napper Tandy absorbed this consciousness from his earliest years, and it became the emotional and intellectual foundation on which his entire subsequent political career was built. He did not arrive at radicalism through abstract philosophical reasoning alone; he came to it through a lived understanding of what it meant to inhabit a world in which the fundamental conditions of economic life were controlled by a power that regarded Irish interests as subordinate and largely irrelevant.

That world, the Cornmarket, St. Audoen's, the guild halls, the street markets, the workshops and counting houses of mid-century Dublin, was the world that made Napper Tandy. Everything he later became, every political instinct he later trusted, every audience he later addressed, bore the unmistakable imprint of that specific urban inheritance. The man who would one day march his artillery through the streets of Dublin, position his cannons before the Parliament building, and declare himself the champion of free citizens against the tyranny of the established order was, at his core, the son of a Cornmarket ironmonger, a man formed by the particular textures and tensions of the commercial city, and shaped by a place that had taught him, long before he found the political vocabulary to express it, that the world as it was and the world as it ought to be were separated by a distance that demanded action.
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​Chapter 2: Father, Forge, and Field, The Making of a Merchant's Son
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​James Tandy Senior and the Ironmongery Trade

Every life is, in some fundamental sense, a response to the life that preceded it. The child observes the parent, his methods, his habits, his social attitudes, his relationship with the world beyond the family threshold, and constructs, whether consciously or not, a set of values and instincts that are partly inherited, partly adopted, and partly formed in deliberate or unconscious reaction. To understand the political animal that James Napper Tandy became, one must begin with the man who made him: his father, James Tandy Senior, ironmonger, minor landowner, guild member, and representative figure of the Dublin commercial class in the middle decades of the eighteenth century. The elder Tandy was not a famous man, and history has not preserved his interior life for our inspection. But the outlines of what he was and what he built are recoverable enough to illuminate the world into which his son was born and the inheritance, material, social, and psychological, that shaped everything the younger man subsequently became.

The ironmongery trade, in which the elder Tandy established himself and built the family's prosperity, was one of the fundamental trades of any functioning pre-industrial city. Iron was the material on which urban and agricultural life depended for its tools, its fastenings, its structural components, and its implements of every description. The ironmonger did not generally smelt or work iron himself, that was the province of the blacksmith and the foundry, but rather supplied the finished or semi-finished iron goods that craftsmen, builders, farmers, householders, and manufacturers required. Nails, hinges, latches, bolts, chains, hooks, tools of every variety, agricultural implements, hardware for ships and carriages and buildings, all of these passed through the ironmonger's premises, and the business of supplying them required an intimate knowledge of both the productive capacity of the iron trade and the practical needs of a wide range of customers. It was a trade that demanded breadth of commercial knowledge, the ability to extend and manage credit across a complex network of suppliers and buyers, and a talent for the kind of persistent personal relationship-building on which commercial reputation depended.

The elder Tandy had evidently mastered all of these requirements. His admission to the Guild of Merchants, the most prestigious of the Dublin guilds, placed him at the apex of the city's organised commercial life, among men who regarded themselves, with some justification, as the productive and civic heart of urban Ireland. The Guild of Merchants was not simply a trade association; it was a constitutional body with formal roles in city governance, a social network of considerable reach, and an institutional culture that placed great emphasis on the values of commercial probity, civic responsibility, and collective self-defence against threats to the trading interest. To belong to it was to belong to a community of shared purpose and mutual obligation that extended well beyond the simple transaction of business. The elder Tandy was embedded in this world, and his son grew up inside it, absorbing its values, its social habits, and its instinctive understanding of collective action as the appropriate response to collective threat.

His business premises at the Cornmarket were the daily theatre of this commercial life, a place of constant movement and transaction, of accounts to be settled and deliveries to be arranged and customers to be served and suppliers to be managed. The physical premises of an eighteenth-century ironmongery would have been a sensory environment of some intensity: the smell of metal and oil, the weight and clatter of iron goods, the constant traffic of tradesmen and labourers seeking the specific nail or fitting or tool that their work required. For a child growing up in or near such a premises, the world of commerce was not an abstraction but a daily physical reality, and the lessons it taught, about value, about exchange, about the relationship between productive labour and material reward, about the dependency of the entire commercial ecosystem on conditions of fair trade and open markets, were absorbed through the body as much as through the mind. The younger Tandy would later speak and write about commercial injustice with a specificity and a passion that only direct experience of commercial life could have generated. He knew what it meant for a tradesman when markets were closed, when regulations throttled the movement of goods, when the legislative decisions of distant legislators translated directly into empty workshops and unpaid debts. He knew it because he had grown up watching the daily calculus of commercial survival being conducted by a man who understood it from the inside.

What distinguished the elder Tandy from many of his guild contemporaries was the additional dimension that his rural landholdings gave to his life and identity. His lands at Drewstown, near Kells in County Meath, placed him in a social category that was genuinely dual, neither purely urban merchant nor purely rural landholder, but something that combined the perspectives and preoccupations of both. Drewstown was not a great estate; the elder Tandy was a minor landowner by the standards of the Irish gentry, a man with enough land to generate a supplementary income and to claim the social status that land ownership conferred in a society that still regarded the possession of acres as the fundamental basis of gentlemanly respectability, but not enough to remove him from the necessity of active commercial engagement. He straddled the line between the two worlds, and his son would spend much of his life doing the same, speaking the language of the guild hall and the street market, but understanding, from direct personal exposure, the very different world of rural Ireland that lay beyond the city boundaries.


​The Dual Identity: Merchant and Landowner

The journey between Dublin and Drewstown, a distance of something under forty miles, following the road northwest toward Kells through the rolling drumlin country of County Meath, was not merely a physical transit but a passage between two distinct social and economic universes. The county of Meath was, by the mid-eighteenth century, some of the most productive agricultural land in Ireland, its deep limestone soils supporting cattle and grain farming of considerable commercial value. It was also, like all of rural Ireland, a landscape shaped by the specific inequities of the colonial land settlement, a countryside in which ownership and occupation were frequently separated from one another by the vast social distance between Protestant landowner and Catholic tenant, and in which the mechanisms of rack-renting, short leases, and arbitrary eviction generated a persistent condition of agrarian insecurity and resentment that would periodically erupt into violence.

The young Tandy, accompanying his father to Drewstown or spending time on the family's Meath property, would have encountered this rural world in ways that his purely urban contemporaries could not. He would have seen, at first hand, the conditions in which the Catholic tenantry of rural Ireland actually lived, the mud-walled cabins, the strip-farmed fields, the absolute dependence on the potato, the grinding vulnerability to weather, disease, and the decisions of landlords who were often absent and almost always indifferent. He would have observed the mechanisms by which rent was extracted, the regular arrival of the agent, the measurement of improvements made by tenants who held no security of tenure and therefore had no rational incentive to improve, the casual displacement of families who had farmed the same ground for generations at the pleasure of an owner they had perhaps never seen. These were not abstract political questions for the boy who had encountered them in the actual landscape of County Meath; they were human realities, written in the faces and conditions of actual people, and they planted in Tandy a seed of systemic awareness that mere commercial grievance, however real and however personally experienced, could not by itself have produced.

It is important to be precise about what this exposure did and did not give Tandy. It did not make him a Catholic or a champion of Catholicism in any simple confessional sense, he remained, throughout his life, a member of the Church of Ireland, formed in the Protestant commercial tradition of his Dublin neighbourhood. But it gave him an understanding of the Irish land system and its human consequences that made purely Protestant political programmes feel radically inadequate. A programme that addressed only the commercial grievances of the Protestant merchant class, while leaving the Catholic tenantry in its existing condition of legal disability and agrarian vulnerability, was not, to a mind shaped by both the guild hall and the Meath countryside, a programme that addressed the fundamental problem. The fundamental problem, as Tandy would come to understand it, was the entire architecture of colonial governance that simultaneously subordinated Irish commercial interests to Westminster, denied political existence to the Catholic majority, and sustained a landed oligarchy that served its own interests at the expense of both. This understanding, systemic rather than sectoral, structural rather than merely tactical, was the specific political education that the dual identity of merchant and minor landowner gave him, and it set him apart from many of his reforming contemporaries who saw only the part of the system that most directly affected their own social position.

The Irish land system in the mid-eighteenth century operated on a series of overlapping principles that were, individually, defensible in terms of contemporary legal and social theory but that, in combination, produced effects of almost studied cruelty. Leases were typically granted for short terms or for terms defined by the number of lives remaining in a named group of individuals, arrangements that gave tenants no long-term security and no incentive to invest in the improvement of their holdings. Rents were set at whatever the competitive market for land would bear, which in a country of rapidly growing population and severely restricted alternatives for the landless poor, meant that they were set at whatever sum fell just short of absolute impossibility. The practice of subletting, by which middlemen leased large tracts from head landlords and then re-let them in smaller parcels to actual cultivators at substantially higher rents, added further layers of extraction to an already exploitative system. And over all of this presided the legal framework of the Penal Laws, which prevented Catholic tenants from acquiring the freehold of the land they farmed, ensuring that the insecurity of their tenure was built into the constitutional foundations of the state.

The elder Tandy's position within this system was that of a minor participant in the landowning interest, a small proprietor whose Meath holdings were modest enough that he cannot be accused of the large-scale exploitation that characterised the great absentee landlords, but who nonetheless occupied a position above the Catholic tenantry in the hierarchy of Irish rural life. What the younger Tandy made of this position is not recorded in any direct testimony, but the trajectory of his subsequent political career suggests that he made something very particular of it, not a comfortable acceptance of his family's modest privilege, but an acute consciousness of the systemic injustice of which that privilege was one small component. The man who would later take the secret oath of the Defenders, deliberately allying himself with the rural Catholic poor in defiance of all the legal and social pressures of his class, was a man whose childhood had given him enough direct knowledge of rural Catholic life to make that alliance emotionally as well as politically comprehensible. He was not simply performing radicalism for an urban audience; he was acting on convictions whose roots reached down into the actual landscape of County Meath.

The dual identity also gave Tandy a social range that was, in the context of eighteenth-century Ireland, unusually wide. He could speak, and be heard, in the guild hall and on the city street; he could also understand the grievances, if not always the full desperation, of the rural world. This range would prove one of his most important political assets, the ability to build coalitions across social boundaries that most of his contemporaries respected as uncrossable. The man who could address both the Dublin artisan and the Meath tenant, who understood the specific texture of both commercial and agrarian grievance, was a man uniquely positioned to imagine, and eventually to attempt, the kind of broad social alliance that the United Irish project would require. That he ultimately failed to bring it fully into being does not diminish the importance of the imagination itself, or the specific biographical experiences from which it grew.


​Maria Bella Jenkins and the Family Circle

Of James Napper Tandy's mother, Maria Bella Jenkins, history has preserved relatively little. She does not appear prominently in the political memoirs, the newspaper accounts, or the legal records that document her son's turbulent career, and the biographical sources that have given us the details of the elder Tandy's commercial and civic life are largely silent about the woman who shared his household and raised his children. This silence is not unusual; the domestic lives of women in the merchant and trading class of eighteenth-century Dublin were rarely considered the proper subject of historical record, which concerned itself primarily with the public world of commerce, law, politics, and religion, a world from which women were, by law and custom, almost entirely excluded. To reconstruct the world that Maria Bella Jenkins inhabited, and the influence she is likely to have exercised on her son, requires the kind of careful inference from the broader social history of the milieu that the absence of direct evidence demands.

The name Maria Bella Jenkins suggests a family of English or Welsh Protestant extraction, the surname Jenkins was common among the Protestant settler communities of both Dublin and the Irish midlands, families whose presence in Ireland reflected the various waves of plantation and settlement that had brought Protestant immigrants to the country from the Elizabethan period onward. Her marriage to James Tandy Senior united two families of the same broad social world, the Protestant commercial and artisan class of the Dublin-Meath region, and the household they created together was in all probability a recognisable instance of the pattern that characterised that class: prosperous enough to maintain respectability and employ a small number of servants, not wealthy enough to escape the practical realities of commercial life, shaped by the specific values of Church of Ireland Protestantism and by the social habits of the guild community to which the elder Tandy belonged.

The household of an eighteenth-century Dublin merchant was, by the standards of the period, a relatively self-contained social universe. The family lived above or adjacent to the commercial premises, meaning that the boundary between domestic and commercial life was permeable, the rhythms of trade penetrated the household, the concerns of business were present at the dinner table, and the children of the family grew up in immediate proximity to the daily work of earning a living. For a child of Tandy's evident intellectual energy and social curiosity, this proximity was an education in itself, a continuous exposure to the practical mechanics of economic life, to the negotiation of commercial relationships, to the assessment of credit and the management of risk, to the ways in which the abstract forces of markets and legislation translated into the concrete realities of family prosperity or hardship.

Within the household, the mother's role was primarily that of domestic management, the organisation of the family's practical life, the supervision of servants, the maintenance of the household's social relationships, the education of young children in the basic literacy and numeracy that were the minimum requirements of the merchant class, and the transmission of the religious and moral values that gave the family its sense of identity and its place in the larger community. The Church of Ireland, to which the Tandy family belonged, was not simply a religious institution but a social one, the parish vestry, the regular services, the network of fellow parishioners, and the mother of the household was typically the principal keeper of these social connections, the person whose attendance at church and participation in parish life maintained the family's place in the community of faith that was also a community of credit and mutual support. Maria Bella Tandy's role in maintaining the family's connection to St. Audoen's parish, and in transmitting to her children the values of the Church of Ireland community, was likely considerable, even if it left no direct trace in the historical record.

The specific culture of the Dublin merchant household placed enormous emphasis on the practical preparation of sons for commercial life. A boy born into the ironmongery trade in the 1730s was not expected to wonder for long about his future occupation; he was expected to learn the trade, to serve an apprenticeship, often under his own father or another guild member, and to make himself competent in all the commercial arts that the trade required: accounting, correspondence, the assessment of goods, the management of credit and debt, the cultivation of business relationships. This was not a world that placed a high value on abstract intellectual speculation or on the kind of wide-ranging reading that produced the eighteenth-century gentleman of culture; it was a world that valued practical competence, honest dealing, and the steady accumulation of commercial reputation over a long career. The Quaker school at Ballitore, to which the younger Tandy would eventually be sent, represented a significant departure from this purely practical educational model, suggesting that the elder Tandy had intellectual as well as commercial ambitions for his son, or perhaps that he recognised in the boy a temperament that needed something beyond the guild hall and the counting house to satisfy it.

The decision to send young James to Abraham Shackleton's school at Ballitore was, in the context of the Dublin merchant class of the period, an unusual one. Most boys of Tandy's social background were educated through a combination of local parish schooling and practical apprenticeship, with perhaps some additional private tuition in commercial subjects. Ballitore was a boarding school of considerable reputation, its Quaker character giving it a distinctly different pedagogical atmosphere from the more common schools of the period, and it was not cheap. The decision to send James there implies a family discussion in which the boy's education was taken seriously as an investment, not merely in his commercial future, but in his broader development as a person and a citizen. Whether that decision was primarily the elder Tandy's or whether Maria Bella Jenkins played a significant part in it cannot be known with certainty, but the cultural emphasis on educational aspiration that characterised the better-off Protestant merchant household makes it entirely plausible that the mother's voice was heard in the conversation.

What the family circle as a whole gave the young Tandy was a set of foundational orientations that would shape his entire subsequent life: a deep familiarity with the mechanics and ethics of commercial life, an understanding of the Irish land system from the perspective of a minor participant, a Church of Ireland Protestant identity that was nonetheless alert to the injustices suffered by those who did not share its legal privileges, a strong grounding in the values of guild community and collective civic action, and an ambition, perhaps nurtured particularly by his time at Ballitore, that reached well beyond the immediate world of the ironmongery trade. The Cornmarket household of James and Maria Bella Tandy was not a household of revolutionary intent; it was a household of modest commercial respectability, of practical civic engagement, of faith and family and the daily work of maintaining a viable life in a city that offered both opportunity and constraint in equal measure. But within that household, and in the dual world of city and countryside that it straddled, the specific ingredients of Tandy's radicalism were being quietly assembled, waiting for the right combination of historical circumstance and personal temperament to bring them to a boil.
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​Chapter 3: The School at Ballitore, Quakers, Conscience, and the Education of a Radical
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​Abraham Shackleton and the Ballitore Experiment

There is a village in County Kildare, set in a gentle fold of the Barrow valley some thirty miles southwest of Dublin, that played a disproportionate role in the intellectual formation of eighteenth-century Ireland. Ballitore was, by any external measure, an unremarkable settlement, a cluster of houses around a mill and a bridge, surrounded by the flat, quiet farmland of the Kildare plain, without strategic importance, without great commercial significance, without the grandeur of a cathedral town or the bustle of a market centre. What made it remarkable was the community that had established itself there in the closing decades of the seventeenth century, and the school that community had built. The Quakers of Ballitore had created, in this modest rural setting, one of the most intellectually serious and pedagogically distinctive educational institutions in Ireland, and it was to this school that the young James Napper Tandy was sent to receive the formal education that would prove the most significant intellectual experience of his early life.

The Society of Friends, the Quakers, had been present in Ireland since the mid-seventeenth century, part of the great wave of religious dissent that the English Civil War and its aftermath had set loose across the Atlantic world. Their theology was radical in ways that went far beyond the relatively modest reforms of mainstream Protestantism. The Quakers rejected the entire apparatus of institutional religion, the ordained clergy, the formal sacraments, the hierarchical church structure, the distinction between the sacred and the secular, in favour of a direct, unmediated relationship between the individual soul and the divine light that they believed to be present in every human being. This theology had immediate and profound social implications. If the divine light was equally present in all persons, then all persons were, in the most fundamental sense, equal before God, equal not merely in some distant eschatological future but in the present reality of their spiritual lives. From this theological premise flowed a set of social commitments that were, in the context of eighteenth-century Ireland, genuinely extraordinary: the refusal to doff the hat to social superiors, the use of the familiar "thee" and "thou" regardless of the social rank of the person addressed, the rejection of titles and honorifics, the commitment to honest dealing in all commercial transactions, and the insistence on speaking plainly and truthfully even when social convention demanded flattery or evasion.

The Shackleton family, who ran the school at Ballitore through successive generations, were among the most distinguished members of the Irish Quaker community. Abraham Shackleton the elder had founded the school in 1726, establishing it on principles that reflected the deepest convictions of his faith. Richard Shackleton, his son, continued and extended his father's work, and it was under Richard's direction that the school reached the height of its reputation and attracted the remarkable cohort of students, Protestant, Catholic, and Dissenter alike, whose subsequent careers would make Ballitore one of the more consequential educational institutions of the century. The school's willingness to admit students across denominational lines was, in the Ireland of the period, almost revolutionary in itself. In a society structured entirely around religious distinction, in which the legal privileges of citizenship were allocated according to church membership, in which Catholics and Dissenters were excluded from public life by the very fact of their faith, an institution that gathered children of different religious backgrounds in a common educational endeavour and treated them with the same respect and subjected them to the same intellectual demands was making an implicit argument about human equality that no pamphlet or parliamentary speech could have made more effectively.

The curriculum at Ballitore reflected the Quaker belief that intellectual inquiry was not a luxury or an ornament but a moral duty. The school offered instruction in the classical languages, Latin and Greek, alongside mathematics, English composition, history, and the natural sciences as they were then understood. But the distinctiveness of the Ballitore education lay less in its formal curriculum than in its pedagogical atmosphere, the spirit in which learning was conducted and the values it was intended to cultivate. Plain speech was paramount: students were expected to express themselves clearly and directly, without the rhetorical flourishes and elaborate courtesies that characterised the discourse of the social elite. Honest examination of one's own conscience was the cornerstone of moral education, the Quaker practice of silent waiting, of turning inward to assess the state of one's own soul against the standard of the divine light, translated in the school's culture into a habit of self-scrutiny and moral seriousness that was expected to inform everything from academic work to personal conduct. And the egalitarian principles of the faith meant that students were treated, as far as possible, as intellectual equals whose minds deserved respect regardless of their social background, a principle that was particularly striking in an era when most educational institutions were organised on explicitly hierarchical lines, reinforcing the social distinctions of the world outside rather than questioning them.

The physical environment of Ballitore reinforced these values. The village was a Quaker community in a real and comprehensive sense, the meetinghouse, the school, the homes of Quaker families, the mill and the farm, all organised according to the principles of plain living and honest industry that the Friends considered the outward expression of their inner faith. There were no elaborate ceremonies, no social performances of status, no architectural grandeur designed to overawe the visitor. The meetinghouse was a plain room with plain benches, and the school was a plain building with plain furnishings, and the message communicated by this plainness was as deliberate and as carefully thought out as any formal curriculum could have been. A boy who spent his formative years in such an environment, surrounded by people who had organised their entire collective life around the rejection of empty social distinction, was receiving an education in the equality of persons that went far deeper than anything that could be learned from a textbook.

For a boy from the Dublin Cornmarket, accustomed to the social hierarchies of guild life and the Church of Ireland parish, Ballitore must have been a genuinely disorienting experience, disorienting in the best possible sense, in the sense of requiring him to question assumptions so deeply embedded that he had not previously been conscious of holding them. The assumptions of the world he had come from, that social rank was natural and proper, that deference to those above one's station was simply good manners, that the religious and legal distinctions between Protestant, Catholic, and Dissenter reflected real and important differences in human value, were all, at Ballitore, subjected to an implicit challenge so fundamental that it could not easily be dismissed or ignored. Young Tandy did not become a Quaker; he never adopted the pacifism or the quietism that were central to the Friends' social practice. But he absorbed something from Ballitore that remained with him for the rest of his life, a moral seriousness, a commitment to speaking plainly, an instinctive challenge to unearned authority, and above all a conviction that the equality of persons before God had practical implications for the organisation of political and social life that it was the duty of honest men and women to act upon.


​Edmund Burke and the Question of Influence

Among the students who passed through Abraham Shackleton's school in the decades before Tandy's arrival was a boy from Dublin named Edmund Burke, who attended Ballitore from 1741 to 1744 and who would go on to become the most influential political philosopher of the age and the most formidable intellectual opponent of the French Revolution. The coincidence of Ballitore in both men's biographies is one of the most tantalising facts in the history of Irish intellectual life, not because it produced a direct personal relationship between them, since Burke had left the school some years before Tandy arrived and the two men appear not to have known each other well in adult life, but because it poses with unusual sharpness a question that lies at the heart of any serious attempt to understand political thought: how is it that the same educational environment, the same formative experiences, the same moral and intellectual atmosphere, can produce minds that arrive at destinations so fundamentally opposed to one another?

OEBPS/d2d_images/chapter_title_above.png





OEBPS/d2d_images/chapter_title_corner_decoration_left.png





OEBPS/d2d_images/cover.jpg
The Wearing of the
Green: The Life of
James Napper Tandy

By Rowan MacRowan





OEBPS/d2d_images/chapter_title_corner_decoration_right.png





OEBPS/d2d_images/chapter_title_below.png





