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As famine ravages the land, two men are
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I like to imagine Arthur Kennedy and Crofton Vandeleur each about to embark on his journey to Cork for the assizes at which the charge of slander was to be heard. Each looks in a mirror – shaving, perhaps, or combing a beard; adjusting the tilt of a hat or the folds of a neckerchief – and reflects on the similarities in the other’s background to their own. Each was the son of a Protestant landowner, each grew up on the shores of an estuary – one on the North East coast of Ireland, the other in the South West. Both were about the same age; both lost a parent whilst still young: Vandeleur his father, Kennedy his mother.

It is from there that their life paths diverge. Vandeleur inherited his father’s estates. He was an entrepreneur, determined to further his father’s vision of Kilrush as a port to rival Limerick. An ambition that was thwarted by the onset of famine.

As the fourth son, Kennedy had no expectation of an inheritance, although two older brothers died before their father and it was the third son who inherited the property. Arthur had to rely on his intelligence, and an ability to negotiate, in order to carve a career for himself. The famine would provide for him a steppingstone to an illustrious career in the diplomatic service, governing, successively, several far flung territories of the British Empire. Whether he imagined that possibility as he prepared for the court case is hard to know. The possibility that his next post, as Her Majesty’s representative in Sierra Leone, had been at least hinted at cannot be discounted. There is no doubting the fact that the case represented the final act in what had been a period of enormous significance in his life.

The conversations and internal monologues that follow are entirely imaginary, as are those events that take place beyond the boundaries of County Clare. Many of the events that take place within the Kilrush Union are real, based on Kennedy’s own accounts, contained in reports to his superiors and to parliamentary committees; from parliamentary reports and from the accounts of people who visited West Clare during Kennedy’s term of office there. Vandeleur’s version of those events, and his self-justifications, are imaginary, as must be Kennedy’s inner thoughts and feelings, although I hope I have managed, in both cases, to maintain a certain consistency between thoughts – which no one can know for sure – and deeds, which are recorded history.

As with all history we can’t know to what extent these various accounts are distorted by the preconceptions and agendas of the people making them. What facts have been played down, or left out altogether, because it suits the agenda of the person presenting the account? Are some aspects of the tragedy given more stress than they merit in an attempt to force the hand of decision makers?

What can be said with certainty is that the accounts are in broad agreement about the extent of the suffering. This is true, even where there is disagreement about the cause of the tragedy, or the most effective way of dealing with it.

Where this particular version of the story becomes fiction is in the minutiae of Arthur Kennedy’s day to day life. These are things about which we can only speculate. One example of this is in the nature of his household. Did it include a nurse/governess for Elizabeth? I have seen no record to that effect. I have assumed that it did, since it would have been normal for a family of that standing at that time. I have called her Niamh, but she is entirely fictional.

Elizabeth’s role in distributing clothes to the needy is on record, one might almost say notorious. A drawing of her doing so in the presence of her parents appeared in the London Illustrated News of the time. Whether or not her mother organised a formal clothing collection/repair/recycling operation such as I have described is speculation, as is the role of Francis Coffee’s mother in the enterprise. All that is known is that Kennedy engaged Coffee in the gathering of evidence which was presented in detail to the Scrope Enquiry. I have not seen any reference to how the two met, so the idea that Georgina made the introduction through Coffee’s mother is fiction.

There are other encounters and characters – Lieutenant Lewis, for example – that I have invented in order to add colour to the story. On the question of Kennedy’s army service, the regimental record shows their deployments whilst he was with them. His marriage to Georgina coincides with a deployment to Jamaica so I have made the assumption that Kennedy was excluded from that particular expedition. There would always be a small contingent left at head quarters so this is not an unreasonable assumption to make.

There being no record of the presence in Kilrush of Kennedy’s son, Arthur junior, I have assumed that he was at boarding school. That the school was in Edinburgh is entirely speculation. Equally, there are no records that I have seen that suggest Arthur senior had any contact with his father, stepmother and siblings in Cultra whilst he was stationed in Kilrush. It does not seem unreasonable to suggest that he did. That this included a trip to collect Arthur Junior in the summer of 1848 – or that the family referred to the boy as “Arty” – is my invention.

Arthur’s older brother, Robert, did marry a ward of Lord Londonderry in December of 1849. Did Arthur attend? You will have to read on to discover my answer to that question. Either way, it is once again, speculation on my behalf.

The task of researching for this work has been made so much easier than it could have been thanks to the diligence of several people whose efforts I must acknowledge.

The website of Clare County Library Service contains a great deal of material relating to Arthur Kennedy and Crofton Vandeleur, much of it compiled by Senan Scanlan, as well as the history of Kilrush.

Ciarán Ó Murchadha’s excellent work, Figures in a Famine Landscape (Bloomsbury Academic, 2016), presents pen portraits of several of the leading players, based on their own writings and the impressions of their contemporaries. I have drawn unashamedly on those works which I earnestly recommend to anyone interested in the history of famine and evictions in West Clare.

A note on style

Although written in the cecond decade of the 20th century, this book concerns events that occurred in the mid-nineteenth. The first person accounts it contains are rendered in my attempt to mimic the style of formal writing of that time.
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The court room is crowded, the viewing gallery at the back a jostling mass of humanity. I was surprised by the size of the multitude outside the court upon my arrival. Surprised, and my heart gladdened, by the considerable number that wished me ‘good luck’ as I passed. There was even a cry of ‘three cheers for the Captain’ as I covered the short distance from the hotel to the courthouse. 

The judge calls for silence and an usher administers the swearing in. I respond to the charge by repeating that I spoke only the truth at all times. Vandeleur’s counsel proceeds to recite a long list of my supposed offences. Offences not against any laws of the Queen and Parliament, he is at pains to point out, but a series of actions that undoubtedly gave offence to certain members of the Kilrush Board of Guardians.

I have no need to listen to the words. The counsel, in his powdered wig and with his gestures that are every bit as extravagant as his language, remind me of nothing so much as an actor upon the stage in some theatre. The room, with its high vaulted ceiling and oak panelled walls, the grand hall of a wealthy gentleman’s home – Vandeleur’s mansion in Kilrush comes to mind and with it the many times I walked with him in the walled garden, before I became aware of the true cause of the problems it was our joint responsibility to address.

I have spent many hours contemplating the nature of truth and the manner in which each of us sees what he sees and believes it to be true. And yet two people seeing the same circumstance are often unable to agree upon precisely what it was that each saw. The problem is, I contend, one of interpretation. I see a man beating another and interpret the sight as the perpetration of a crime of violence. Another man seeing the same thing and, perforce, aware of the circumstance in which the supposed beating began, sees two friends sparring with each other as men are often wont to do. Woe betide me if I am so foolish as to attempt to intervene in such a match, for a real crime may well occur; a crime, moreover, in which I am the unfortunate victim.

The particular circumstance which brought me here, to the County Court in the city of Cork, was the consequence of a crime of infinitely greater purport; a crime of such magnitude as has perhaps never been seen and, I hope with all my heart, will never again be seen. A crime perpetrated by a government upon the lowliest of its subjects and to which I was both a witness and a servant of that same government. It began some five years ago, although my involvement did not begin until two or more years had passed.

I first observed the pestilence that destroyed whole fields of potatoes whilst serving with Her Majesty’s Army. My regiment had been back in the North of England about a year and a half. Late in the summer of 1845 I was in command of a platoon on battle practice when we passed by a field. The dreadful stench stung my nose as I rode past. I called a halt and, whilst the men rested and took refreshment, I made a close inspection of the field. The crop appeared as if consumed by some unearthly conflagration, the stems collapsed into a mess of putrefaction. It took but a moment to establish that the tubers were, beneath the outer sheath, turned to slurry.

I described the phenomenon in a letter to my father and expressed my considered view that, were this disease to reach Ireland, the consequence for the poorest of my fellow countrymen did not bear thinking about, for many depended upon the potato for their only form of nourishment.

My heart sank upon receiving his reply, for he informed me that the same terrible visitation had afflicted the crop in Ireland. I could imagine all too easily the devastation that would be wreaked upon a major part of the population by the withdrawal of their only significant food from the diet of the mass of rural dwellers.

According to my father, my beloved County Down avoided the worst effects of the disease because the population generally was less dependent upon the potato, oats and wheaten bread being of equal importance in the diet of the majority. In the case of our own tenants, my father generously deferred the collection of rents, for the time being, in order to enable them to purchase the American corn which Mr Peel’s government imported and which was being distributed by the Coast Guard service.

The following year the regiment was sent to Ireland. I at once observed a population in the most terrible of circumstances. Often times we would pass by devastated fields. But those were not the worst sights. There were, too, many abandoned dwellings. Rough cabins of the kind common in the West of Ireland, their doors swinging open upon overturned cooking pots and suchlike detritus. Of what had become of the inhabitants we had no inkling at the time, although I learned later that many had taken to the roads, heading for ports from where they aimed to embark for Liverpool and thence to any place in the world where conditions might be more conducive to the bringing up of a family.

We soon realised that this posting was no easy billet. Within days we were tramping the countryside, one company leading a convoy of carts, another bringing up the rear. On the carts, sacks of grain: oats, wheat and barley, bound for the port of Limerick. Sergeant Jones asks why carts loaded with grain are travelling to the port when anyone with but the most limited powers of observation can see the people we pass are in desperate need of food. Jones is possessed of an infinite curiosity, as I discovered upon first encountering the Welshman when he was still a Corporal back in Canada. The lead carter was scathing with his response. ‘Irish peasants eat nowt but potatoes. Alongside of which they have no money barring what they can make from selling grain; those that has it, that is.’

I could see the skin on Taffy’s neck redden, but he had the sense to hold his tongue. It was not our place to question orders, merely to carry them out, however foolish they might seem.

We repeated that journey a dozen times that autumn until, I suppose, all the grain that had been harvested had been sent to England to feed the workers in sundry northern cities. Soon we were given a new and most unpleasant duty. With the harvest over and no alternative work for common labourers the government provided schemes of public works for unemployed men and boys. The Colonel, in his briefing, was at pains to inform us that this was different to the scheme that operated in the previous winter which was, he assured us, abused. ‘Too many bloody landlords used the government’s money to get work done on their estates. Or they made sure their own kith and kin got the plum jobs. Russell himself has decreed this won’t be allowed to happen again. Means, though, there’ll likely be trouble at some of the sites. Up to us to keep the peace.’

Many a destitute man and boy sought employment on these schemes as the frost and snow blasted the land. I felt the cold, despite the heavy topcoat I wore over my uniform. Infantry men under my command felt it too. You could see it in the blue of their lips, and the way they stamped their feet when stood watching the mass of peasants at the recruiting stations. It reminded us all of the months of bitter weather we encountered on the border between Maine and New Brunswick. None of us expected to encounter such harsh conditions in Ireland.

I couldn’t bear to think what the poor sods in the lines felt, for their clothes were mostly tatters, nothing to properly keep out the wind that cut like a razor. Taffy voiced his opinion again. ‘How come these poor buggers don’t have coats?’

The question was addressed to one of the officials checking the tickets the men carried. These were issued by the Relief Committee to show that the holder was eligible for employment on the scheme. The answer took the breath from us both. ‘Pawned ’em back in the summer. Would a redeemed ’em if there’d been a crop to sell.’

It soon transpired there were many more seeking employment than there were places on the schemes. Men turned away from the workhouses, where the selections took place, showed their disappointment in a variety of ways. Some would shake their fists at the gate and shout imprecations. Most would turn and walk away, their heads bowed and eyes downcast, evidently lacking in energy, which observation caused me to wonder how they might be usefully employed on the works. The fist shakers would desist soon enough and join the desultory trudge back to their abode. I am pleased to say we never encountered the need to raise our rifles to any man. It would have been a terrible thing had we done so. Not that I would have hesitated at the time.

In January and February it fell to us to assist in hunting down felons. Gangs of workers were supervised by gang masters, some of whom were of a temperament that would not tolerate any dissent among the men in their charge. This is of course an admirable trait, essential in one who aspires to leadership and of which I believe myself to be possessed. Indeed I would have argued then, and continue to do so, that those of us fortunate to have been born Protestants and in possession of the land, have a duty to use that power in the furtherance of all humankind, the better to carry out God’s work. But I also believe such power can, and should, be exercised with benevolence. It was always my most sincere endeavour to do so, from my first day as an officer in the King’s army, as it was then, and onward throughout my career. That there are men whose exercise of the power granted to them is malevolent I have no doubt. I have seen the evidence many times. Such behaviour, by others, is what brought me to this court room.

But I digress. When such men, those whose high regard for themselves is accompanied by a belief that all others of God’s creatures are inferior, that men who lack the means to fend for themselves are to be treated no better than dogs, when those men are given power over weaker men, I have observed those weaker men will, like dogs, turn and attack their oppressor. At such times the army will be called upon to support the constabulary in restoring order.

In my quieter moments I could not help but recall the three years I spent in a similar role in relation to public works, in the much more congenial climate of the Greek island of Corfu, a place with many sites that would have pleased my tutor, steeped as they were in the ancient history of our civilisation. This was when I was a private soldier in the Enniskillens. Lately the Island had been under the occupation of Imperial France. Following Napoleon’s demise, assisted as it was by Lord Wellington, the island was ceded by treaty to the protection of Britain. My duties included the patrolling of sites where new sewers and drains, new town buildings and modern streets, were being constructed, as well as sturdy fortifications. All most evidently to the benefit of the natives who, nevertheless, were disinclined to show gratitude. Rather, some among them would, but for a strong military presence, have destroyed much of these good works. Indeed, some did succeed, as I saw with my own eyes, when walls, not yet reached to their intended height, were wantonly pulled down during the night. Thereafter the number of nightly patrols was increased, which stratagem prevented a recurrence.

The felons we were asked to help track down in Ireland at the beginning of 1847 were alleged to have approached a work party and fired a musket in the direction of the supervisor. The unfortunate fellow sustained only a minor injury. It was the case at that time that the rules under which such public works were undertaken allowed for their suspension should any infringement take place. The injured supervisor therefore ordered that work cease on that site and not resume until the guilty party was apprehended. This, I must needs point out, was no small project, employing several hundred men. This was also, as I have indicated, a time when ice and snow gripped the land in the coldest winter I had witnessed in my thirty five years – excepting, of course, the three winters I spent in Canada. Our breath created wraiths on the air. The sky on some days was the colour of duck’s eggs and on others obscured by grey clouds of snowflakes driven by a wind that scoured the lowlands and filled the hollows with icy pillows of the stuff. The public works were the only means by which the men of the district were able to provide the bare necessities for themselves and their families. It was incumbent upon us to apprehend the guilty party with all speed if the work was to resume and the families gain access to the succour of which they were in such desperate need.

It was the task of the constabulary to seek out and apprehend the wrong doers. Our role was to accompany the constables and provide armed cover should they come under attack. We travelled about the countryside banging on the doors of hovels, searching for anyone possessed of a firearm which object, if found, the constable at once took into his own possession, the erstwhile owner being arrested and questioned under considerable duress. Not more than half a dozen such guns were found. All but one of the owners of these weapons were able to show that they were nowhere near the work site on the day in question.

In the centre of a small town we came to a building that bore all the signs of having been, in better times, a butchers’ shop. Upturning the bloodstained chopping block revealed a quantity of pamphlets containing seditious writings designed to incite rebellion. It was readily apparent that the recent occupants had fled. For the first time we thanked God for sending the snow, for it made the route chosen by the fugitives easy to follow. We discovered the poor brutes among a small copse of stunted trees wherein they had crawled beneath a cloak of brambles. Upon seeing our red coats they willingly surrendered, throwing their weapons on the ground and raising their hands above their heads. What a sorry spectacle they made. Their garments torn and of a size that suggested they were once sturdy fellows, now reduced to mere skeletons, their cheek bones prominent above tangled beards. A condition that was to become all too common among the general population as the winter continued its onslaught.
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All this activity, though often unpleasant, came as a relief to some of our men. Not a few could have been heard complaining about the daily routine of army life in peacetime. Everything, from the drills to the monotony of the diet, formed the principal discourse among the lower ranks whilst we were stationed at our North of England base. Conditions in our Irish barracks were no different. Had we been permitted to spend much time there I have no doubt that similar complaints would have been voiced. But we were now constantly on the move, marching from one settlement to another. Camping in fields, our food cooked on fires in the open air.

For the officers, too, life had changed for the worse. No longer having ready access to the comforts of the mess or the frequent days away from army routine, able to pursue the normal activities of a country gentleman – hunting, shooting and riding in the daytime, cards, billiards and the theatre, in the evenings – we now found ourselves in demand by the local gentry, not to attend dance parties, but to accompany agents collecting rent.

Such duties, though necessary, were distressing, especially so for those of the men whose own families found themselves in straightened circumstances. A single example from among many will suffice. A small company was detailed to accompany a particularly obnoxious individual on a mission to secure overdue rent from the occupier of a small holding. The poor fellow lacked sufficient money with which to meet the landlord’s demands. The agent therefore determined to remove livestock to the supposed value. The agent and his accomplices set about rounding up three skinny cows, their bones clearly visible beneath their hides, which were in turn liberally covered with scabs and lesions. The farmer, his woman and four children, all dressed in rags, stood by, wringing their hands.

The ages of the children were difficult to discern, their faces so pinched by hunger they looked like old men and women. They were plainly unable to comprehend what they were witnessing.

The woman’s sobs would have plucked the heart strings of any man possessed of one. I could not help but notice the mutterings of my men. I ought to have castigated them, for engaging in any political discourse is against regulations for an ordinary soldier. I did not have the heart to do so. How the agent and his henchmen could be so cold was beyond my understanding. It must have been obvious to them, as to me, that, as lacking of meat as the beasts were, they represented the only food that family would have to sustain them for the coming winter. What were they to do? Their only recourse would be the workhouse for the woman and her offspring, and, should he be so fortunate, a public works scheme for the man.

I now believe this, and other similar incidents, sowed the seeds of my own political enlightenment. The landlord needed the rent in order to pay his dues to the poor law guardians. Those dues, in turn, enabled the guardians to support the family in the workhouse and pay the man his meagre wage on the public works. How much more sensible would have been the adoption of the same course as the one followed by my father and permit the family to live rent free until next harvest.

As the fourth son I always knew there was little chance of inheriting my father’s estate. And in our culture the notion of splitting the estate between siblings was anathema, the preference being for expansion. With yet more brothers younger than me, my father being, it sometimes seemed to me, determined to increase the population of Down single handedly – not satisfied with the six boys and five girls he had sired by the time my mother died when I was 13, he went on to procreate a further two boys and five girls to his second wife, Sarah – making my own way in the world, seeking my own fortune was a necessity. My last tutor, a man enamoured of great literature and no little interest in the sciences, encouraged me to take up a place at Trinity college in Dublin. I found the place to be quite insufferable, full of people with far too high an opinion of their own worth. I determined, therefore, to join the army.

I confess the knowledge that another fourth son of an aristocratic Irish family had become commander in chief after a successful venture into politics, demonstrating that the army offered a man an opportunity for advancement the equal of any other profession, was never far from my thoughts. That, however, was by no means the only, or even the principal, reason for my decision. After the studied informality, the detachment from reality, that manifested itself in academia, the discipline of army life and the opportunity to see real life as lived in the more exotic, and even dangerous, places appealed to me. At the tender age of 17, I signed up with the Enniskillens.

At no time did I regret my decision. Even during the period of training, designed to increase both my physical strength and endurance as well as my proficiency with firearms and at horsemanship, I found solace in the company of others. At times life was without doubt much harder than that to which I was accustomed. But there was a comradeship by which each man helped his peers. For example, I was, of course, well acquainted with horsemanship. Thus I was able to provide support to those with little knowledge of matters equestrian, whilst another demonstrated to me the best method of driving a bayonet into a sack of oats. Fortunately I was never called upon to practice that technique in a situation where the stomach of an enemy took the place of the sack of oats.

Soon I was aboard ship, bound for the Mediterranean and, thence, the Aegean and some of the King’s most pleasant colonies. It was on my return from Corfu that I learned of a plan to revitalise a tired regiment, the 68th Foot. There was a call for young officers, a call which I answered, purchasing my commission as Captain in the regiment. After a brief sojourn in Edinburgh, where we concentrated on drilling the men to bring them back up to the highest standard expected of His Majesty’s Army, and during which we were deployed to put down an insurrection in Glasgow, I was bound once more for the Mediterranean and an uneventful three years in Gibraltar.

I was now due a period of home based duties so that, whilst the majority of the regiment were deployed to Jamaica, I remained at the barracks in Durham. It was during this sojourn that I began my courtship of a young woman of considerable charms and education whom I had for some while regarded with affection. My status as an officer now secured, I determined to approach the young woman and seek her hand in marriage. Imagine my delight when she agreed to the arrangement, subject, of course, to the agreement of her father. This having been sought and granted, we were married in a simple ceremony in the year of 1837.
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