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Glossary of Terms


Army, Irish Technically, the ‘army of the establishment in Ireland’, paid for by the Irish taxpayer. Regulars, militia, fencibles and yeomanry controlled (in theory) by the Irish Commander-in-Chief who was appointed by the British Government.


Cabinet, Irish Informal group of advisers for the Viceroy, including the Lord Chancellor, Speaker, etc.


Chief Secretary Viceroy’s deputy, who managed government business in Irish House of Commons.


“Croppy” Name for United Irishman, derived from revolutionary style of close-cropped hair.


Curricle gun Light, mobile artillery piece.


Catholic emancipation As Catholic tenants now had the vote, “emancipation” largely meant giving Catholic landlords the right to sit in the unreformed Irish Parliament.


Defenders Movement of Catholic peasantry involved in land war against landlords and magistrates. Originated in Ulster to defend Catholic tenants against Protestant Peep-o-Day Boys, forerunners of Orangemen.


Directory, Irish Provincial Formed by United Irish delegates (colonels) from each county in the province, reporting to the shadowy Supreme Executive in Dublin.


Dissenters Nonconformists, mainly Presbyterian, who formed bulk of United Irishmen in Ulster.


Executive, Supreme Directed the United Irish movement from Dublin. Equivalent to the French national Directory.


Fencibles Regiments raised, mainly in Scotland, during the war to supplement regulars. Some served in Ireland.


Lord Lieutenant (see Viceroy).


Militia, Irish 38 regiments and battalions first raised in 1793 to supplement regulars, mainly in 32 Irish counties, partly by using volunteers, partly by ballot. Except in some Ulster counties, most of the rank and file recruited were Catholic, most of the officers Protestant, reflecting class and religious structure of their counties.


Middlemen Farm tenants, mainly Catholic, who exploited long leases and rising rents by sub-letting to small farmers at increasing profit.


Parliament, Irish House of Lords and House of Commons in Dublin, parodying London model. Majority of the 300 seats in the Commons were in “closed” (rotten) boroughs controlled by great Protestant county families. Catholic peasantry, newly enfranchised in 1793, could only vote for the 64 “open” seats in the counties.


Speaker, Irish Traditionally adopted more active role than English counterpart as spokesman of Commons.


Tithes Dues payable to local clergy of Established church by tenants irrespective of their own religion.


United Irishmen Founded in 1791 by Protestant radicals claiming they planned to unite Catholics and Protestants in pressing for Catholic emancipation and Parliamentary reform. By mid-1790s a revolutionary movement plotting to set up an independent republic in Ireland, assisted by France.


Viceroy King’s representative in Ireland chosen by the British Prime Minister to be head of the Irish government.


Volunteers Part-time corps, dominated by Protestant gentry but also attracting Ulster radicals, to protect Ireland during war with France and America. Forced government to make political and commercial concessions to Irish Parliament. Suppressed in 1794.


Yeomanry Part-time corps, partly modelled on volunteers, to act as local defence force during war. Raised by individual gentry, it included many Catholic tenants; some had secretly joined the United movement.
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Preface






Who fears to speak of Ninety-Eight?


Who blushes at the name?


When cowards mock the patriot’s fate,


Who hangs his head for shame?


The Memory of the Dead








THE REBELLION of 1798 is the most violent and tragic event in Irish history between the Jacobite wars and the Great Famine.


In the space of a few weeks, 30,000 people—peasants armed with pikes and pitch forks, defenceless women and children—were cut down or shot or blown like chaff as they charged up to the mouth of the cannon.


The result of the rebellion was no less disastrous: Britain imposed a Union on terms that proved unacceptable to the majority of the Irish people, and there was a legacy of violence and hatred that has persisted to the present day.


How did this catastrophe occur?


The story must be seen in the context of the war between Britain and France and the wave of Jacobin revolutions, impelled by France, that swept through Europe at that time. It is in this context—of ideological war to the death—that Britain and her Irish Allies were fighting in Ireland. A successful revolution in Ireland, and then Britain would be the next to go.


But there are other themes that need to be stressed, as they have tended to become obscured by later Irish history.


The rebellion was not provoked by Pitt and the British government, as most Irishmen came to believe, in order to pass the Union. On the contrary, it was the result of Pitt’s failure to have any policy for Ireland. Pitt recognised that all was not well. The Irish Catholic peasantry were some of the most wretched in Europe. The country was governed by a grotesque colonial partnership: a weak British viceroy with British staff, bullied by a narrow oligarchy of Irish Protestants of British settler stock. Pitt could have corrected the abuses of power that had brought the country to the brink of revolution. Distracted by the war with France, he hoped for the best. Ireland was left to its fate.


Equally misplaced was the optimism of Wolfe Tone and the Irish revolutionaries—the “United Irishmen”. Tone recognised that there could be a terrible irony in that name. Himself of Protestant stock, he knew that the Irish ruling class would be no friends to the revolution. He pinned his hopes on the have-nots: the Presbyterian businessmen and artisans, and the Catholics. With French help, he planned a war of independence—a “fair and open war” as he called it. In fact the rebellion turned out to be a ferocious civil war—Irish loyalists against Irish rebels—with many of Tone’s closest friends committed to the loyalist side.


Most tragic of all were the illusions of the Irish peasantry, intoxicated by the fumes of the French revolution and the heady doctrines of Tom Paine’s Rights of Man. They were all for Liberty if it meant the end of tithes and taxes and an oppressive government. They were quite unprepared for war.


I have tried to weave these strands together into a coherent narrative using contemporary sources. It is nearly a hundred years since the appearance of the last full-scale history of the rebellion—itself part of Lecky’s monumental History of Ireland in the Eighteenth Century. Today sources are embarrassingly rich on the loyalist side—ten thousand odd documents in the Rebellion Papers from Dublin Castle; a complete run of Irish newspapers; and the confidential letters of almost all the chief protagonists. Sources that have come to light recently include the private letters of Pitt in London, Lord Camden in Kent, George III at Windsor and Dundas in Scotland; a new cache of Auckland papers at Keele; and an important series of letters from Lord Wycombe in the British Museum.


On the rebel side, lack of sources makes it impossible to do justice to the movement. I have found fewer than a hundred revolutionary documents of 1798. For the most part I have had to make do with second-hand (and sometimes second-rate) material; contemporary spy reports, mid-nineteenth century biographies, folk-songs and hearsay. My picture of the revolutionary underground in ’98 is, of its nature, a reconstruction.


With the volume of written sources weighted so heavily to one side, it is impossible to avoid giving offence. I have tried to be fair.


In a book of this sort so much depends on the goodwill of the staff of the libraries and record offices where papers are deposited. I have been especially fortunate in the help I have received from the following:—Mr. B. MacGiola Coille of the Irish State Paper Office, Dublin; Dr. P. Henchy, Mr. John Ainsworth, Mr. T. P. O’Neill, and countless others on the staff of the National Library, Dublin; Captain K. Danaher and Dr. T. Wall of the Irish Folklore Commission; and Mrs. Olive Goodbody of the Society of Friends; Mr. K. Darwin and Mr. B. Trainor of the Public Record Office, Belfast; Mr. Kenneth Timings of the Public Record Office, London; Mr. I. Fraser of Keele University Library; and the staff of Kent County Record Office, the Scottish Record Office, the London Library, the British Museum, Greenwich Maritime Museum, and the National Registrary of Archives.


A number of historians have generously given me advice and encouragement during the writing of this book. I owe an especial debt to three members of the staff of University College, Dublin: Professor Desmond Williams, Professor Kevin Nowlan and Dr. Maureen Wall; and to Dr. R. B. McDowell of Trinity College, Dublin. I have inflicted my problems on them, and shamelessly picked their brains.


Mr. F. MacDermot generously let me see his draft of an unpublished article on Arthur O’Connor. For this, and other help, I am most grateful.


I am equally in the debt of my tutor at Oxford, C. R. Stevens, who somehow introduced Irish history into a course devoted to Ancient Rome.


I must also gratefully record permission to quote manuscript material from the following sources: for the Percy, Wyndham, Wellesley, Pelham, Holland and Auckland MSS in the British Museum acknowledgement is due to the Trustees; for the Irish State Papers to The Taoiseach; for the Camden MSS in Kent County Record Office to the Marquis Camden; for the Wellington MSS in Apsley House to the Duke of Wellington; for the Bunbury MSS to Mr. B. McPeake; and for the Sneyd MSS at Keele University to the university authorities. In quoting contemporary material, I have used contemporary forms as far as is practicable without confusion.


I must add a tribute to the friends who encouraged me during the enterprise: John Vaizey, who gave me the idea; Adrian Lyttelton, Patrick Chorley, Angus MacIntyre and Karl Leyser who gave invaluable advice; Laurence and Linda Kelly, and Patricia and Timothy Daunt who helped me at a critical hour; Paul Thompson and Daria Chorley who read drafts of the book in manuscript; Bruce and Mavis Arnold who helped provide the illustrations; Anthony Sampson, Richard Simon and Robin Denniston who spurred me on.


To Mairin Garrett, who helped with the research, I owe an immense debt.


Finally, a word of thanks to my long-suffering relations who had the Irish rebellion around the house for so long. To the many other authors in the family I owe an especial debt. They were unsparing in advice, regardless of the risk of reprisal.


Postscript, July 1997


I have seized the chance, offered by this new edition, published for the bicentenary of the ’98, to make a few minor changes in the original text, and to add a chronology (pages 405–11) and glossary. I am grateful to James Quinn for his assistance in this task.


I have left intact the original bibliography. I must therefore refer readers to these outstanding recent contributions to our understanding of the 1790s, and to the bibliographies they contain: Marianne Elliott’s Partners in Revolution: The United Irishmen and France (London 1982) and Wolfe Tone: Prophet of Irish Independence (London 1989); Roy Foster’s Modem Ireland, 1600–1972 (London 1988); David Dickson’s, Daire Keogh’s and Kevin Whelan’s (eds) The United Irishmen: Republicanism, Radicalism and Rebellion (Dublin 1993); Kevin Whelan’s The Tree of Liberty: Radicalism, Catholicism and the Construction of the Irish Identity 1760–1830 (Cork 1996); Thomas Bartlett’s and Keith Jeffery’s A Military History of Ireland (Cambridge 1996); and Daire Keogh’s and Nicolas Furlong’s The Mighty Wave: The 1798 Rebellion in Wexford (Dublin 1996).


Finally I should like to thank Ben Buchan, editor of this new Weidenfeld edition, and Anthony Cheetham of the Orion Group for this opportunity to give new life to a book written in the ominous calm of the 1960s, and completed only three months before the explosion of August 1969.




Prologue


A Protestant Wind


Bantry Bay, December 21st-27th 1796






Ara! but why does he stay behind?


Lillibulero, bullen-a-la.


Ho! by my soul ’tis a Protestant wind.


Lillibulero, bullen-a-la.








ON THE night of December 16th 1796, the last great French invasionary force ever to set sail for the British Isles slipped past the British squadron blockading the port of Brest. Five days later the French fleet—thirty-five ships with 12,000 troops on board—arrived unopposed at its destination.1


It was to land at Bantry Bay in south west Ireland. The French planned to invade Ireland, expel the British with the help of the Irish revolutionary party, and set up an independent Irish republic.2 It was to be the first step in the conquest of England, the English revolution and the creation of an English republic modelled on France.


The prospects for the Irish part of this scheme could never have seemed brighter than on that day in late December. Ahead of the French fleet were a number of beaches suitable for a landing place. There was a light wind and little sea. There were no signs of any hostile preparations on shore. There was no reason to believe that the British fleet were on their way to intercept. Less than ninety miles from Bantry, the large military and naval base of Cork lay almost undefended. In a few days the whole south of Ireland could be theirs.3


On board the 80-gun flagship, the Indomptable, was the Irishman whose irresistible enthusiasm had been the mainspring of the expedition. Strange to say, his name would have meant nothing at this time to most of his compatriots. He was a pale, slightly-built thirty-three year old Dublin barrister called Wolfe Tone.


The son of a Protestant coachmaker, Tone had won a scholarship to Trinity College and in due course had been called to the Irish bar. In 1791, frustrated by the lack of professional and political prospects for someone without family connections, and dazzled by the ideas of the French Revolution, he had helped found an Irish radical movement called the United Irishmen.4 The aim of this “brotherhood of affection”, as the United movement was called, was to throw open the Irish Parliament—at that time the preserve of a Protestant oligarchy—to all Irishmen irrespective of their rank or religion. At first the methods of the movement were to be non-violent.5 But soon after war broke out between Britain and France in 1793, the reformers became revolutionaries. The Irish Government regarded the movement as a nest of sedition and drove it underground.6 On their part, Tone and the United Irishmen recognised that without French assistance they would achieve nothing, and believed that the French would not intervene for less an object than a complete revolution in Ireland.7


And so it had turned out. Expelled to America for his political activities in 1795, Tone was soon informed by his friends that the United Irish organisation was nearly complete. Would he go at once to France to collaborate with the French army of liberation?8 With little money and virtually no contacts, Tone had brilliantly succeeded. He had somehow persuaded the new rulers of France—the French Directory—to embark on the perilous scheme. General Lazare Hoche, most experienced of all French generals in the field at that time, not excepting Bonaparte, had been appointed Commander-in-Chief.9


Such was the situation on December 21st 1796, as Tone, a slight figure in the heavy blue surcoat of a French adjutant-general, paced up and down in the great gallery of the Indomptable. Only one thing marred the prospects of success. To avoid the British naval blockade, the invasionary force had followed a difficult channel out of Brest harbour five days before. In the darkness and confusion, the frigate carrying the Commander-in-Chief, General Hoche, had become separated from the fleet and had not been seen since. It was now agreed to delay the landing to give him a chance to catch up.10


All that day, the great ships, their decks crowded with soldiers, hovered close to the shore. Ahead of them the mountains were covered with snow. They would have a cold bivouac when they landed. Soon they were so close to the land that it seemed to Tone’s fancy that he could touch the sides of the bay with either hand. After so long an absence from Ireland, he was surprised to find he felt so little emotion. One loves ones country, he wrote in his diary, no less for not having romantic feelings about her.11


But now the extravagant good fortune that had brought them so close to triumph, suddenly deserted them. For five weeks, the wind had hung in the east, first frustrating the British naval blockade, and then spiriting the invasion fleet to Ireland.12 For one day—the 21st—the wind was light and the sea calm. In Hoche’s absence, no landing was made on that day. On the 22nd, the east wind resumed, and now they had turned the headland it blew straight in their faces. Inexorably, the wind freshened, and in the squalls of rain and snow, more than half the fleet parted company with the flagship.13


Hour by hour, the hopes of a landing faded. On the 24th, the easterly gale became a storm. At about six that night, the admiral signalled to the Indomptable to cut her cables and run. Still Tone and the French staff officers with him clung to the precarious hope of landing. At last the wind came round to the south, but the storm continued. One by one, the fourteen remaining ships cut their cables and turned for France. On the night of the 27th the storm turned to a hurricane. A huge sea caught the Indomptable on the quarter, stove in the gallery and one of the windows of the great cabin, and filled the cabin with water. Tone, who was woken by the crash, thought the ship was lost and lay quietly in his hammock, determined to die like a man.


When the storm blew itself out, the Indomptable found herself alone. As Tone put it, England had not had such an escape since the Armada.14


All over Europe, people felt the harsh breath of that east wind. In Paris and London people were found frozen to death in the streets.15 In Ireland, the Irish army, bracing themselves for the invasion, were caught in a blizzard.16 At Bandon the militia, led by their colonel, twenty-seven year old Lord Castlereagh, huddled for shelter in a deserted church;17 at Birr the peasantry were set to dig the artillery out of the snowdrifts;18 and in Dublin, the garrison was issued with flannel waistcoats specially sewn by ladies of the viceregal court.19


But the hurricane blew, scattering the French fleet, and one of the great Cork magnates, Lord Shannon, hummed the lines from “Lillibulero”.20 It was a Protestant wind.




I


Conspiracy




1


Britain’s Difficulty, Ireland’s Opportunity


Britain and Europe, January 1798 and before






What would these gentlemen have? France is revolutionised! Holland is revolutionised! Italy is revolutionised! Switzerland is revolutionised! Europe will soon be revolutionised. But this, it seems, is not enough to content them.


Bonaparte to the ambassador of the United Irishmen,


February 1798








A FEW DAYS after the start of the year 1798, the King’s First Minister, William Pitt, sat down in his study at Bromley to draft a letter to the King. The subject was of such delicacy that even Pitt, after years of exceptionally cordial relations with the King, felt the impertinence of broaching the matter. It concerned a proposal for a multi-million pound voluntary fund to support the war with France. Pitt now respectfully informed His Majesty that it was absolutely essential for the safety of the kingdom that he should make a sizeable contribution from the privy purse.1 Back came the reply in the King’s meticulous Italic hand. The King of England, he lamented, was “not so rich a man”.2 He gave £20,000—less, it turned out, than some of his subjects3—and complained that it ruined him.


If the war had embarrassed the King’s finances, it had brought the country itself to the verge of bankruptcy. Despite a swingeing new tax on personal wealth, despite taxes on the rich man’s coach and the poor man’s beer,4 the Treasury’s deficit had soared to close on ten million pounds. Consols, the measure of the nation’s self-confidence, had fallen at one time to 47—the lowest ever recorded.5 And still the cost of the war mounted: for new regiments and new ships, and loans to shore up Britain’s new allies abroad, and to defend Britain and Ireland from French invasion.6


It was Ireland that remained the weakest link in Britain’s chain of defence. The escape from the Bantry Bay expedition the previous year had been providential. It reflected only discredit on the British navy. For nearly a month that armada of ships had crossed and recrossed the sea between Ireland and France. Three British fleets had been in a position to intercept—and only stragglers had been taken.7 The defence preparations made by the Irish army had proved equally inept.


And now there were reports of dangerous unrest in Ireland. No doubt Lord Camden, the Irish Viceroy, was exaggerating; he had forecast a revolution at the time of the Bantry Bay invasion, and yet Ireland had stayed quiet and loyal. Still, on one score the Irish crisis was real enough. The country was still closer to bankruptcy than Britain. The Irish army was costing three million pound a year, nearly half the revenue; unless Britain bailed out the Irish Treasury, neither business nor Government could continue.8


Pitt was not insensitive to the dangers. Yet he did not interfere much with the running of that kingdom. He left it to the minister responsible—the Duke of Portland, ex-Irish Viceroy, now Home Secretary and leader of the Whig wing of the Government. He remained unruffled by the threat of a new attempt at invading Ireland. Still, to his close friends—to the men with whom he shared the port at White’s, and the pies at Bellamy’s—Pitt seemed aged prematurely by the strains of the war, and the war-time coalition.9


In a sense, Pitt the Younger had never been young. At twenty-one, he had sprung fully-armed into the Commons, a master of rhetoric and a master of patronage, cool and brilliant like the Greek hexameters he so much admired and could recite with so little effort.10 At twenty-four he had been invited by the King to form a Government. He had stepped serenely into his father’s shoes, the youngest Prime Minister in British history. After fifteen years of continuous office, he was still unchallenged in his craft, despite the setbacks of his war policy.11


The previous year, 1797, in fact had been a catalogue of disasters. Despite the four and a half million pound loan from Britain, the Emperor of Austria had made peace with France; the Czar of Russia and the King of Prussia had followed suit; and so ended the Triple Alliance.12 At home there had been riots, and mutinies and an incipient revolutionary movement.13 And at their backs, a constant irritant, was the problem of Ireland—still unresolved, as it had remained for so many hundreds of years.


In 1782, weakened and humiliated by the loss of the American colonies, Britain had agreed to a new deal for Ireland.


Britain had had no choice. A self-styled Irish Volunteer army had been formed by the Irish ruling class to protect the country against the French. Then, encouraged by the success of the Americans, they demanded some form of self-government or threatened an Irish War of Independence.14


Ireland, like America in the previous decade, posed the delicate problem for England of reconciling the national aspirations of a colony with the strategic needs of the mother country. Yet Ireland, half-independent as she had become, was geographically part of the British Isles. It was to this unique geographical predicament—too far from Britain to be assimilated, too near to be allowed to be separate—that so many of Ireland’s anomalies and miseries could be traced.


For six hundred years she had been consigned to a political limbo—poor, weak and divided. The proud and talented Celtic people who had once imposed their own Christian culture on decadent Britain and Europe had sunk under the weight of Norman invasion and annexation. In the Middle Ages, when small countries like Scotland, far from centres of power, had their own kings and parliament and a history of nationhood, Ireland remained divided and misgoverned. To some extent, this was Norman policy, based on strategic interests. The Normans had no wish to see a strong, united and potentially hostile neighbour on their western doorstep. But the only real alternative—a powerful colony in the island—had proved elusive except within the Pale surrounding Dublin. The Normans had swallowed the Anglo-Saxons in England in one bite. For four hundred years they nibbled at Ireland. And still by the reign of Elizabeth she was only half digested—part colony, part dependency, part nation, a source of more weakness than wealth for Church and Crown, and a prey to each successive enemy of Britain.15


The Reformation added a new barrier to a country already so cruelly divided by race and culture; it also made Britain still more hag-ridden by fears of her security. The political map of Europe was now crudely defined along religious boundaries. If Ireland stayed Catholic, she stayed an ally of the Catholic states with whom Britain was at war. Yet the Elizabethan Reformation in Ireland was as ineffectual as the Norman conquest. In the name of God and their Queen, the Elizabethan adventurers harried the native chiefs, persecuted their religion, and hunted down their people like wild beasts; in fact behaved with the cheerful savagery of the Conquistadors. But Irish Catholicism could not be rooted out like the pagan religions of the New World. Do what they could, the Elizabethans left Ireland still predominantly Catholic, still poor and burning with hatred for her English oppressors.16


The next century saw an attempt at an even more drastic solution: large-scale colonisation of the more fertile areas, and eviction of the original inhabitants. But successive plantations—of Scottish Presbyterians in Ulster, and English emigrants in the Midlands and South—did not secure Ireland. The Catholics’ watchword remained: “Englands difficulty is Ireland’s opportunity.” The Catholic uprising of 1641, the hideous reprisals of Cromwell, and the Jacobite wars confirmed the dangers to Britain. After his victory at the Boyne, King William decided on a final settlement. A formal bargin was struck with the Irish protestant planters. They would keep complete monopoly of political power, and control most of the land. In return they would act as a British garrison to preserve the peace and stability of the island. To protect their settlement the Catholics must be kept weak. The protestant garrison was therefore authorised by Britain to pass a series of penal laws against them. A century of peace and increasing commercial prosperity—even for some Catholics—succeeded.17


It was this Williamite settlement that the Irish Volunteer army of the 1770s had found inadequate. In trade and politics they were treated like a colony—their goods kept out of the British market, their Parliament kept subordinate to Westminster. Now they took their cue from the people of Boston. “Free trade—or else,” said the Volunteer army. “O Lord open thou our Lips,” said the placards slung round the mouths of the Volunteers’ cannons, “and our mouths shall sound forth thy praise.”18


The British Government, embattled with both America and France, had no wish to see if the Irish were bluffing. In 1780 almost all trade restrictions were lifted. By the Irish new deal of 1782 the Irish Parliament was made—theoretically—equal with Westminster. Only one fragile link held the two kingdoms together now: the British Crown, and the golden chain of Crown patronage—jobs, sinecures, and titles—that secured the loyalty of the Irish Parliament. At a price, the catastrophe of an American-style revolution had been avoided.19


Yet it soon became clear that, from the British point of view, Ireland might be out of the frying pan only to fall into the fire.


For the Irish Volunteer army, the “revolutionaries” of 1782, were not victims of the settlement, descendants of the men who had been evicted from their lands and hunted down like wild beasts. They were of the garrison, the “Protestant nation” of settler stock. Their national aims had little more to do with the mass of the Irish people than George Washington’s with the Red Indians. And Britain’s concessions to this small, selfish and corrupt oligarchy had only exacerbated the grievances of the rest.


The survivors of the Catholic upper class, aroused by the Volunteer movement, wanted equality with their Protestant neighbours: the right to serve in the army, to hold a commission of the peace, and above all to exercise political power. The emergent Catholic middle class wanted equal rights in the professions—the law was closed to them—and they, too, wanted political rights.20 By giving increased power to the Irish Parliament, Britain had only increased the frustrations of those excluded from it.


Still more explosive than these grievances were those of the submerged peasantry, the hidden, Gaelic-speaking Ireland of the countryside. Their grievances were economic and social—high taxes and low prices, and an impossibly harsh land system—and were exacerbated by the differences of culture and religion. For them, the Irish Parliament was the Parliament of the alien landlord and the heretic. New power for this Parliament meant new power to persecute them with tithes and taxes and Acts against sedition and insurrection.21


Such was the situation, ominous enough, in 1789 when France exploded into revolution. Millions believed in most countries of Europe that, here was the solution to their grievances and frustrations—a democratic revolution. In turn, half the countries of western Europe were revolutionised—Holland, Switzerland and northern Italy. In each a French-style republic was established by French arms.22 And what material could be more combustible for revolution than the oppressed people of Ireland?


These next few years had seen an attempt by Pitt and his Government to redress some of the worst Irish grievances. A reluctant Irish Parliament agreed to relax most of the penal laws—but refused to grant complete emancipation by giving Catholics the right to sit in Parliament.23 Nothing was done about the land system, which pinched hardest on the mass of the people; and the partial relaxation of the penal laws only raised expectations to see them dashed once more.24 The war with France, that began in 1793, caused a slump that crippled the Irish economy in town and country, exacerbated the resentment against the war—and made the French revolutionary cause still more attractive.25


By 1797 it was reported to Pitt that a secret Jacobin-style army was being prepared by Wolfe Tone’s associates in Ireland, the newly founded societies of United Irishmen. The movement was also stirring up trouble among English Jacobins. And that spring, connected in some way with the Irish movement, the revolutionary crisis exploded in England.


The naval mutinies at Spithead and the Nore brought the country to the edge of the abyss. For three weeks the entire Spithead fleet—the thin blue line protecting London from a French invasion—was in the hands of the mutineers. The Admiralty had no choice but to meet in full the demands of the men for better pay and conditions and better officers.26 But meanwhile a still more serious mutiny had broken out at the Nore and the ships of Admiral Duncan’s fleet, blockading the Dutch fleet at the Texel, struck their colour’s and joined them. The Dutch fleet were known to be preparing an invasionary force. Now there was nothing to stop them. To cap it all, the British army seemed to be catching the infection. One night Pitt was woken to be told the marines were marching on London (the report, as it happened, was false). But England, no one could doubt, was nearer civil war than at any time since 1688. The Nore fleet flew the red flag, declared a kind of republic—the “Floating Republic” as it was called—and prepared to blockade London until their demands were met. All along the banks of the Thames people watched and waited for the fleet to begin the bombardment. Others fled inland, dragging their belongings as though from a foreign invasion.27


And then, quite suddenly, the naval mutinies and the British revolutionary crisis evaporated. In the last resort, it emerged, the British sailors and soldiers, like other working people, were loyal to King and country. However badly paid or badly treated, however republican their sympathies, they were still not prepared to join Britain’s enemies to make a revolution. The habit of loyalty was too strong. On the day of the King’s birthday the mutineers found themselves singing “God Save the King”; and one by one the red flags were hauled down and replaced by the royal standard.28


In October Duncan’s sailors—the same men who had mutinied—won a crushing victory over the Dutch invasion fleet at the Battle of Camper-down. And despite the financial crisis, there were improved reports from Ireland.29 Pitt’s unshakable optimism seemed once again to be redeemed.


* * *


The same week of January, 1798 that found Pitt writing his delicate letter to the King, found the rulers of France pressing on with new plans to invade England and Ireland.30


The French Republic at this date—the Fifth Year of Liberty according to the new calendar—had just passed the second climacteric of the Revolution. For several years, the glory of French arms abroad had only been matched by the chaos and corruption of French politics at home. The coup d’état of the 18th Fructidor (September 4th 1797) was supposed to have cleared the air. The new Directory’s purges were almost on the scale of the Terror: hundreds of political prisoners, including priests, were condemned to the “dry guillotine”, the fever-ridden penal settlements of French Guiana.31 Yet still the political power struggle continued.32 Meanwhile a vast new invasionary force was being assembled at the Channel ports.33 Its commander-in-chief was to be the man who had smashed the Triple Alliance in Europe, brought the Pope tumbling from his pedestal and made even the French Directory quail—General Bonaparte.


The previous October, after his military triumphs had imposed peace on all France’s enemies except Britain, Bonaparte had written to the French Foreign Minister: “Our Government must destroy the English monarchy, or expect itself to be destroyed by those intriguing and enterprising islanders. The present moment offers a capital opportunity.”34 The fifty thousand veterans of the Italian campaign were now released for service elsewhere. And where better to send them, as Wolfe Tone pointed out to the French Directory, than to invade the weakest part of the British Isles, the Kingdom of Ireland?35


For Tone and the Irish revolutionaries in France, Bonaparte’s new command was a godsend. They had suffered a crushing series of disappointments since the fiasco of the Bantry Bay expedition.


In June 1797 they had heard the electrifying news of the British mutinies at Spithead and the Nore. A Dutch and French invasion fleet—both possibly destined for Ireland—were in preparation at Brest and the Texel. But owing to the hopeless state of the allied navies, and the Ministry of Marine, neither could stir. Finally, when the mutinies had collapsed, and the sails of the British fleet appeared again off the Texel, the Dutch fleet was ready. In early July, 13,500 Dutch troops were embarked, and Tone was among them. For six weeks the wind hung in the west, as unremittingly hostile as the east wind six months before in Bantry Bay. In mid-August the troops were disembarked, and Tone was posted to the staff of General Hoche in Belgium. A few weeks later the flagship on which he had embarked and the rest of the Dutch fleet were blown to matchwood by Admiral Duncan.36


And then in September the two Frenchmen, to whom the Irish most looked for support, had both been lost to the cause. Hoche, the lost leader of the Bantry expedition and Tone’s friend and patron, had died suddenly of consumption; Carnot, their chief ally in the Directory, had fled to Switzerland after the coup of the 18th Fructidor.37


Everything now depended on Bonaparte. Already the French Directory had given Tone encouragement; Talleyrand the Foreign Minister, even mentioned a date for the expedition—April. And then, a fortnight after Bonaparte’s triumphant return from Italy, Tone found himself being shown into the small, neat house with the classical furniture in the Rue Chantereine where the great man had made his headquarters.


“Nature has exhausted her energies in the production of a Bonaparte,” Barras the Director had thundered the week before, in his sycophantic speech of welcome. But the man whom Tone now found facing him across the room seemed to have been exhausted by his achievements. At this period he was only twenty-nine, but looked ten years older. Tone was also surprised to find that his appearance gave no hint of those extraordinary mental qualities for which he was famous—the marvellous enthusiasm and the explosive energy. His face looked more like a mathematician’s. “He has a fine eye,” Tone noted in his diary, “and a great firmness about his mouth; he speaks low and hollow.”38


The interview itself was something of an anti-climax. Bonaparte showed remarkable ignorance of Irish affairs; he had got it into his head that the Irish population was only two and a quarter million (in fact it was about four and a half million—a third of the population of the British Isles). He let the Irish do the talking. Edward Lewins, a Dublin solicitor who had come to France as unofficial ambassador for the Irish revolutionary movement, had accompanied Tone. Bonaparte invited them to return shortly with a report on Ireland and the possibilities for invasion.39


In January 1798, Tone and Lewins returned to the house in the Rue Chantereine, bringing a sheaf of documents. In these it was stated bluntly that Ireland was still a British colony, and the colonists—450,000 Irish Protestants of the Established Church—were devoted to the British connection. It was accepted that until recently the Irish Dissenters were also part of this garrison. But now, inspired by the ideals of the French Revolution, the Dissenters were prepared to unite with the Catholic peasantry.40 It was Presbyterian rationalism and Catholic nationalism that would combine to effect a revolution.


Bonaparte thanked Tone and Lewins for the documents. As before, he said little himself. They were taking their leave when he asked Tone where he had learnt his soldiering. Tone explained that he could not really claim to be a military man at all. “Mais vous êtes brave,” said Bonaparte brusquely.41


Bonaparte’s manner was hardly encouraging. And indeed, two things were becoming clear about him, both in different ways, ominous for Ireland.


First, Bonaparte’s war machine was vastly expensive to run. France, like England, was trying to raise money by loans and contributions. But even these, and the coffers of the Pope and the treasury of Italy, were not enough to feed and clothe and arm the army destined for the British Isles. To pay his army, Bonaparte needed a war of conquest, not a war of liberation.42


Second, Bonaparte, whatever his ultimate political ambitions, showed no sign at present of wanting to force a show-down with the French Directory. He could not, therefore hang around Paris, resting on his laurels, while the veterans from Italy sat on their bayonets. For this reason, too, he had no alternative but to find a new country to conquer—and find it quickly.43 If Ireland, then, was to be the object of the expedition—as part of the invasion of England—the obstacles were daunting. Somehow the demoralised French navy must produce the immense number of troopships, and the vast quantity of stores. Somehow the Irish patriots must organise their underground army to rise at the right time and place. Everything must be ready in a matter of weeks. Otherwise, impatient for glory and riches, Bonaparte would pursue his dreams elsewhere.


If the Irish exiles felt misgivings about Bonaparte, he gave them no ground for complaint in the next few weeks. On February 8th, he set off on a whirlwind tour of the channel ports. At Dunkirk, the dockyard was in the usual demoralised state. Bonaparte ordered the engineer-in-charge to prepare fifty large pinnaces and to move heaven and earth to get ships to embark 4,000–5,000 horses, 50,000 men with artillery and the necessary provisions. All must be ready in three weeks. Other Channel ports were alerted. In addition, Bonaparte sent a message to the Dutch authorities that he would require 20–30 gunboats and 200–300 fishing boats, to be ready at Ostend.44


Up and down the coast, tremendous efforts were made to keep the target dates. On the road to Lille, it was reported, “every useful tree cut down, and sawyers at work cutting planks and other scantling, and carts transporting it to the coast in great numbers.” Flat-bottomed boats “without number” were being built at Le Havre; there were 25,000 troops at Rouen ready to march at an hour’s notice. At Douai ninety-one pieces of artillery were observed at the churchyard en route for the coast.45


A few days later, these spine-chilling reports found their way to England, by way of a spy based on Jersey, and in due course were passed to the Irish Government.46 Whatever country was to be invaded, no one could now doubt that Bonaparte was in earnest.
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“Are They Above Or Are They Come?”


Dublin and the South, January 22nd-March 12th 1798






    A wet winter, a dry spring,


A bloody summer, and no King.


Irish prophecy for 1798








THE NEWS of the impending French invasion found Lord Camden in Dublin Castle, the medieval fortress that dominated the teeming capital.


Dublin, second largest city in the British Empire, seventh largest in the world, was visibly collapsing under the weight of its 200,000 inhabitants. In the Liberties—the weavers’ and mechanics’ quarter a few hundred yards to the west of the Castle—the squalor and disease were frightful even by the standards of that age. It was common to find sixty (or even seventy) sharing a house. Recently one of the outside walls of a house had collapsed exposing the occupants to view; for want of alternative, they had continued living there till the rest of the house fell.1 Meanwhile, on the other side of the Castle, houses were being torn down in an orgy of street-widening, speculative building and jobbery. Domed and pedimented, the palaces sprang up along the muddy river banks of the Liffey: the new Courts of Law, the new Customs house, the new Parliament itself, none smaller, less tasteful or less convenient than those of London itself.2


The Castle itself had remained aloof from both the horror of the Liberties and the glamour of the new Dublin. To the Irish people, looking at the Castle from outside, the place still had an air of absolute authority and of military force to support it. In fact, as Camden had been depressed to find when he took over as Viceroy three years before, the Castle was only a fortress in name, its towers and battlements little more than scenery. Inside, the place had a ramshackle colonial look.


There was a battered statue of Justice (whose scales tilted when it rained); there were two muddy courtyards; and there was a handsome classical building decorated by an artist fashionable in England long before. Behind the façade were the real symbols of the King’s Government in Ireland: a string of seedy offices, botched together at various dates, their locks continually being changed because thieves lurked on every staircase, and the great apartments of State, “dirtier and worse furnished”, according to one Chief Secretary, “than any private gentlemen’s house in England”.3 It was in one of these great apartments that Camden was now conferring with his colleagues on the current crisis in Ireland.


Camden himself looked the very type of the British aristocrat. He was young and tall and fair-haired; he was high-minded and humane; but three years of trying to govern Ireland with a cabinet and Parliament drawn from the corrupt and selfish Irish oligarchy had utterly demoralised him.


In theory Camden’s Irish cabinet were simply the Government’s advisers. Executive power was supposed to rest in the hands of the Viceroy, responsible to Pitt and the King. But the Irish cabinet—or “Junto” as their detractors called it—were fast becoming the real rulers of Ireland. The cabinet itself was dominated by three men: John Beresford, the elderly Commissioner for Revenue, John Foster, the Speaker in the Irish Parliament, and the formidable old Lord Chancellor, Lord Clare. They had all had years of experience at managing British viceroys. Once, it was true, a viceroy had shown real independence: Lord Fitzwilliam, Camden’s immediate predecessor. He had sided with Henry Grattan’s party—the Irish Foxites who were lobbying for Catholic emancipation—and given Beresford the sack. But fortunately for the Junto (and unfortunately for the Catholics) Fitzwilliam had greatly exceeded his instructions, and was recalled after a few weeks by Pitt.


Of Camden’s personal staff at the Castle, the Chief Secretary, Thomas Pelham, shared his despondency. Pelham was already showing signs of the illness that would shortly remove him from his post. One of the under-secretaries, William Elliot, was also ill; he was nicknamed the “Castle Spectre” because of his ghastly complexion, supposed to be the result of the Irish climate. More robust was Edward Cooke, the under-secretary for the civil department.4 But Cooke tended to side with the Junto. Finally, there was the Viceroy’s nephew, the protége of Pitt himself, Irish-born, Cambridge-educated, brilliant, icy, twenty-nine year old Lord Castlereagh.5


These were the men—young, and (except for Cooke) totally inexperienced—who were to be Camden’s support in the impending crisis.


Towards the end of January disturbing reports about the state of Ireland were once more being despatched to London. On the 22nd Camden informed the British Government that he had “very unpleasant” accounts of the Midlands. Gentlemen’s houses had been raided for arms, and gentlemen’s ash trees cut up for pike handles. In Queen’s County (now County Laois), the magistrates were about to ask the Viceroy to proclaim the district, according to the recent Insurrection Act, impose a curfew and call in the army to deal with the outrages.


“My opinion,” Camden reported, “is that the gentlemen are much more alarmed than is necessary.” The regular army were at hand in the garrison towns. The gentlemen, in their dual capacity of magistrates and yeomanry officers, should be able to keep the country quiet without declaring what amounted to martial law in their district. “But the privy council,” Camden added despondently, “will not be able to withstand unanimous requisition, and I shall be under the necessity of agreeing with it.”


The Irish country gentlemen, he explained in a sudden outburst to the Duke of Portland in London, were making government impossible. Their absurd jealousy of England, “their nonsensical and short sighted pride of independence”, and the careless, not to say cruel, way they behaved to their inferiors had done much to bring Ireland to its present state. Now they were shirking their responsibilities. Some had even threatened to give up their commissions unless the regular army were let loose on the people. It was blackmail, but for the time being the Irish Government would be forced to submit.


A fortnight after proclaiming Queen’s County Camden heard still more unpleasant news from the South. The only active magistrate in a vast mountainous tract between Cork and Tipperary, Colonel St. George, had been assassinated in circumstances of peculiar savagery. Only a fortnight before, Colonel St. George had written a confidential letter to the Castle describing how the neighbouring gentry, terrified by threat of assassination, had let their trees be cut down for pike handles by the local peasants. “A gentleman about a quarter of a mile from this passively observed the people cutting down fifty of his trees in Daylight in view of his house.” The mob had taken over control of the country: “one may say the Revolution had commenced.”6


Colonel St. George, a veteran of the American campaign, was not easily intimidated. Escorted by a bodyguard, armed with blunderbuss, sword and pistols, he declared he would “quiet” Captain Doe, as the local peasant leader was styled, if he had to burn every house in the district, starting with his own tenants’. That night, after he had dismissed his bodyguard from the house where he was staying it was surrounded by men armed with swords and pitchforks. His host and hostess, Mr. and Mrs. Uniacke, were just lighting him to his bedroom, when fourteen men appeared on the landing place from the backstairs, while others showed themselves below. Mrs. Uniacke threw herself in front of her husband. They flung her over the staircase on to the pavement of the hall. They stabbed her husband through and through, and flung him down beside her. Colonel St. George, defending himself at the head of the stairs, was hacked to death by a man with a rusty scythe.7


As the grisly details of the treble murder were multiplied in successive editions of the national press, further assassinations of the few remaining active magistrates were reported. Near Parsonstown, in King’s County (now County Offaly), Mr. Dooling, a respectable gentleman of more than a thousand a year, was shot dead in front of his wife by a gang of forty assailants.8 At Richmond, Cork, Sir Henry Manix was killed in his garden.9 While, only an hour’s ride from the capital Mr. Johnson Darragh of Eagle Hill, Kildare was “amusing himself in his field with a spade and a shovel”, when a gentleman rode up and shot him in the stomach.10


For Camden there was little comfort in the thought that for many years back there had been an open season, in certain parts of Ireland, for shooting magistrates. In Tipperary and the South the land-hungry peasantry had formed secret societies to protect their interests. If landlords accepted the unwritten code of the society, giving security to the tenant and a reasonable rent to the landlord, then the landlords had nothing to fear. But if they tried to fight the code, and the magistrates supported them, then the local Whiteboys—the boys with white shirts over their heads—would pay them a visit, and it might be the start of a long, bitter, agrarian war.


In the last decade these agrarian troubles had spread northward, and developed into many distinct forms of violence and anarchy. In Wexford there were riots by peasants protesting against conscription for the new militia. In Ulster there was not only a war between landlord and tenant, but between two rival groups—Catholic tenants, called Defenders, and Protestant tenants, called Peep-O’-Day Boys. In the Midlands the Catholic peasantry then adopted the name of Defenders for their own agrarian outrages against the tithe proctors and clergymen. It was a confused and perplexing picture, but two striking features emerged—the grievances were local grievances, in one way or another connected with the land, and, what followed, the disaffected had no serious political aims.11


How far was the new wave of outrages in Ireland in this tradition? Up to this time Camden had continued to apply the time-honoured remedies: letting the magistrates make an example of the district with as savage penalties as they chose.12 But in the spring of 1798, the Irish gentry had become impatient with the conventional methods of pacification. Inflamed by press reports of assassinations, often accurately described, they were now pressing the Government for new measures of repression. Something dangerously like panic was spreading through the splended demesnes and trim glebe houses of the gentry.


In County Tipperary, a general attack on the town of Templemore was believed imminent—a false alarm, as it turned out. But “in a moment the garrison was on the alert, fired a signal gun, rung a large bell to alarm the county—had grenades ready, matches lighted.”13 The Protestant ascendancy was fast becoming a beleaguered garrison. Refugees began to flock to the towns of the South and Midlands. Country houses, when still inhabited, were turned into strong points; windows and doors barricaded; alarm bells installed on the roof. John Beresford, in Waterford, wrote to a British cabinet minister that they were daily threatened with massacre, and the Governor of County Cork, Lord Longueville, wrote grimly to his solicitor in Dublin, “Send me a form of prayer for the Last Day. I fancy it will not come in time here.”14


In the face of mounting pressure for the declaration of martial law throughout the kingdom, Camden still hesitated. In late February he was still reassuring Portland that, once the country gentlemen put their mind to it, and found an opportunity to “feel their own strength”, they could keep the disturbed counties quiet.15 A week or two later he contrasted bitterly the cowardly way they behaved in the country with their violent language in Parliament. If they would not co-operate, how could the Government tackle the delicate and intractable problem on whose solution the safety of the Kingdom seemed to depend16—crushing the great United Irish conspiracy before the French landed?


A few days after those spine-chilling reports of Bonaparte’s invasion fleet at Dunkirk had reached Dublin, via London, the Castle heard a rather different report of the French plans from their own intelligence network. They had one group of servants who were to prove loyal in the coming crisis—their secret agents and informers. But their information was obscure or conflicting, and to some extent this explained the hesitant way Camden had so far tackled the conspiracy. It was also to prove a crucial handicap in the weeks ahead. The current reports were characteristically confusing. According to one Irish intelligence report the French, not to be disheartened after the Bantry Bay fiasco, were indeed planning to invade Ireland, but would not be ready till April. More recent news from France made no mention of any expedition in preparation. It began to look as though Bonaparte had other plans.17


The same fog hung over the informers’ reports about the strength of the United organisation in the country. According to one account, the United Irish leaders were using the present breathing space to perfect their military organisation. Meanwhile, they had issued the strictest instructions to their members to avoid all incidents which might provoke the Government into more severe counter-measures.18


This report raised a particularly difficult problem. If the report meant anything, it must mean that the United Irish movement was strongest where there was least disturbance. Those outrages which had sent the country gentlemen scurrying for cover in the towns and cities, abandoning the country to the rebels, could not be, directly at any rate, a prelude to revolution. It was merely the old agrarian war under a new name. The real threat must lie in the peaceful state of Dublin and the politically conscious counties around it. It was here that the Government should seek out the root of the conspiracy.


It was to Leonard McNally, radical barrister and popular playwright, that the Government owed their best blow-by-blow reports on the conspiracy. We shall probably never know exactly why McNally, a self-made man with a wide circle of friends in the United Irish movement, had agreed to betray them. No doubt his personal fears played their part—fear of the violent course the Irish revolution would take if it ever broke out, and fear of his own arrest and imprisonment if he did not co-operate with the Government.


On March 4th, McNally reported to the Government that the latest instructions had just arrived from Wolfe Tone and his colleagues in France. Nothing was to be done that might even hint at a plan for rising; on no account must houses be robbed for arms or trees cut down for pike handles. The movement must at all costs remain underground. At present, McNally reported: “the organisation goes on astonishingly—what is more, astonishing numbers in respectable and independent situations.”19 In another letter he described the rapid spread of the revolutionary movement among Dublin’s middle classes. The law officers were organising. The yeomanry were coming round. The bank clerks, the merchants and the traders could be “reckoned upon almost to a man”. Even the men servants were uniting in revolutionary committees. The new tax on men servants had “completely settled them”.20


The Castle tended to take McNally’s reports with a pinch of salt, but by early March it was clear from its agents in half a dozen places that a critical new phase in the revolutionary movement had been reached.


The headquarters of the conspiracy, the Government had known for some time, had shifted from the dissenters’ city of Belfast to the capital itself. The precise identity of the Irish Directory was still a mystery, indeed it was not certain if one had yet been formed, but the Government knew who the main trouble-makers were. The Directory (or the “Directors of Politics”, or the “Supreme Executive”, as different informers called them), included some of Dublin’s most affluent and respected citizens.


There was the successful radical barrister, Thomas Addis Emmet, son of the official state physician; William McNevin and John Lawless, respected doctors; John Chambers, personal assistant to the great Grattan himself; John Sweetman, a brewer in Dublin; Richard McCormick, secretary of the Catholic Committee; Arthur O’Connor, friend of the English Whigs and nephew of Lord Longueville, and, by far the most influential as regards his family connections, Lord Edward Fitzgerald, brother of Ireland’s first nobleman and largest landowner, the Duke of Leinster. Catholic and Protestant, lawyer, doctor and landowner, they were a cross-section of Dublin’s upper crust; only one component—the new rich—appeared missing. In fact two wealthy businessmen, according to McNally, were waiting in the shadows: Oliver Bond, the woollen merchant, and Henry Jackson, the ironmaster, whose astonishing new factory was powered by steam.21


Intellectually, the dominant men in this brotherhood were Thomas Addis Emmet and Arthur O’Connor. Emmet could wax eloquent on the technicalities of universal suffrage; O’Connor’s special study was economics. O’Connor “talks a fine page out of Adam Smith in lieu of conversation,” remarked one of his friends that winter. Neither man had the kind of qualities that capture the hearts of the people. But in this respect one of the Directors was pre-eminent—Lord Edward Fitzgerald. Wild, handsome, hot-headed, idealistic and (if provoked) violent, Lord Edward had been an early convert to the philosophical ideas of Rousseau and Thomas Paine. In 1793 he had resigned his seat in the Irish parliament after an extraordinary outburst against the Government. He had married a beautiful French girl, Pamela, reputed to be the daughter of the Duke of Orleans. And how could they fail to set people’s hearts on fire, that pair, as they drove through the streets of Dublin—Lady Edward dressed in Irish-made muslin, Lord Edward a dashing figure with the plain brown suit and the cropped revolutionary hair style of a French Jacobin.


On their broad political aims it was clear that the Irish Directory, like Wolfe Tone and their colleagues in France, were now more or less agreed. Originally they had been, as ostensibly they still were, for reform by constitutional means, like the Whigs and the radicals. But by now they saw that only a complete break from England would give Ireland the economic rights, and the Irish professional classes the political power, that justice demanded. This, in turn, could only be accomplished by revolution.


But how could these conspirators hope to achieve the revolution in a country divided against itself by class and religion, with the balance of wealth and military strength so clearly on the side of the pro-British party? On this all important question the would-be revolutionaries were, as the Government now began to learn, fatally divided.


First news of the split had reached the Castle from neutral Hamburg, the centre of British intelligence in Europe. The report came from a Belfast businessman, code-named “Richardson”, who was a member of the United Irish mission there. Turner, as his real name was, warned the Government that there was a move for immediate rising without waiting for the French. The Catholic members of the United Directory in Ireland violently opposed the idea, and McCormick had denounced its sponsors as “dangerous men and traitors to the cause”.22


McNally’s information was fuller. Despite repeated assurances that help was on the way, the French gave no proof of being ready to invade Ireland. At length an influential section of the executive, led by the aristocrat enthusiasts, Arthur O’Connor and Lord Edward, had announced that in their view the country was sufficiently well organised and equipped to go it alone. This was violently opposed by the lawyers and professional men—Emmet, McCormick and McNevin. The dispute ran high and O’Connor accused Emmet of cowardice. They disagreed, McNally went on, not only about when to act, but the manner of acting. Emmet, cautious and humane by nature, believed in securing life and property; O’Connor, the real revolutionary, in “severity that would strike terror”. Emmet’s moderate line carried the day, after a message reached them from France promising immediate invasion. At which O’Connor had left for London “much displeased and irritated even with his confidential friends”.23


O’Connor’s party, however, was still a force to be reckoned with. They controlled The Press—the semi-official paper of the movement. This had been set up by O’Connor the previous summer soon after his release from prison, taking over from the movement’s Belfast paper, the Northern Star. which had been sacked by some Irish militiamen with the connivance of the authorities, and the presses thrown into the street.


The Press was less provocative to Government, or at any rate the Dublin authorities were more thick-skinned. To Emmet and his friends, it now seemed, if McNally was correct, extremely mischievous. Its tone was not, they believed, in the least calculated to calm the peasantry during the critical phase of forming a huge underground army.


“Ireland is singular in suffering, and cowardice; she could crush her tormentors, and yet they embowel her; she could be free, yet she is a slave.”24


“Let the tree be cut down, and cast into the fire, it has too long cumbered the ground.”25


“The time is not far distant when our passive virtues, impregnated with the active ones, shall procure for Ireland her rights; shall hurl confusion and destruction on her enemies; shall avenge the murders of her slaughtered patriots.”26


If The Press alarmed Emmet, the Union Star drove him wild. This was a clandestine broadsheet run as a freelance venture by a Catholic gunsmith called Watty Cox. The Union Star disarmingly claimed that its policy was “to establish the empire of universal benevolence and fraternity from [the] Wicklow hills to Belfast, from the Channel to the Atlantic”.27 But it frankly exploited the racial and religious hatreds of the submerged Catholic peasantry. The clergymen to whom they paid their tithes were “idle and voluptuous drones”, their doctrines “impious”.28


“The lands which royal villainy wrested from murdered Irishmen shall be the rewards of the deliverers of their country. No more will the lazy lord enjoy the fruits of your labour … no more shall you be as you have been for centuries, rearing and watching the ox or the sheep whose flesh you never tasted, or whose fleece never warms you.”29


“Revenge! glorious revenge! Your name is as sweet as Liberty.”


In subsequent numbers it developed the theme of Brutus, the brave tyrannicide.30


“Yes! Prince of patriotic assassins, thy noble and virtuous spirit should pervade our land: the infant whom a British, or a British Irish butcher has left fatherless should be taught … thy example … as an honest duty.”31


To the relief of the moderate United Irish, the Government had managed to track down Cox the editor, in mid-December, and the career of the Union Star ended abruptly. Emmet would have been less pleased had he known that Cox, as a condition of being left at liberty, had agreed to tell the Government all he knew about his fellow members.32


Despite all this new information about the United Irish leadership, and the new danger that O’Connor’s violent party, now led by Lord Edward, might attempt a rising without waiting for French help, the Castle still hesitated. Then at the end of February Camden learnt some cheering news from London.


Arthur O’Connor had been arrested on a charge of sedition, and was safe behind bars in the Tower.33 At last Camden screwed up courage enough to close down The Press34—and then almost regretted it. For among the United Irish leaders the arrest of O’Connor and the seizure of his paper did not have quite the effect anticipated. According to McNally, the party as a whole had now swung back behind the moderate leadership of Emmet and McNevin. O’Connor’s arrest would hardly be noticed. McNevin and McCormick were rather relieved at the way things had turned out, because of their fear that O’Connor would stir up trouble if he got to France. As for The Press, the Government would be surprised to hear that its suppression had been well received because of the danger of its sparking off a premature explosion.35


Such was McNally’s story, and there was much independent evidence to confirm it. Since O’Connor’s departure, the party had issued a series of bulletins to its members, and half a dozen had fallen into the hands of the Government. Stern, even puritanical in tone, these were clearly aimed as a counter-blast to the heady doctrines of The Press. Once more, they reminded the brotherhood, they must warn them against choosing unsuitable members for their societies. Mistakes in this respect were responsible for the recent hardships they had suffered. They must beware of rival organisations. People had disgraced the name of United Irishmen by their violence. If one of their own members stole arms and was imprisoned, he would forfeit the support of the society.36


This denunciation of the recent Defenders-type outrages in the South and Midlands was followed by more general hints on deportment. The brethren must be more discreet about the way they dressed and the language they used. “Party articles of dress”, French-style clothes and cropped hair were forbidden, and so were secret party signs. Sobriety must be their watch-word in every sense. They must boycott the heavily taxed foreign goods, like wine, sugar and tea. “A Government which draws its resources from vice (such as GAMBLING and DRUNKENESS)” must soon be brought down by the new brotherhood based on “Union and Love” and teetotalism.37


Through the reports of their secret agents the Government had now been following the conspiracy, stage by stage, as it approached its climax. They had watched it grow from a perfectly legal society of reformers, before war broke out with France, to a huge underground army, incorporating it was claimed, 300,000 Irish sworn to join in armed revolution. They might be ill equipped, and the numbers greatly exaggerated. But if the leaders chose their moment well, they had some chance of success, and if the French joined them, then Ireland might for a time be lost to the Empire.


Why not, then, arrest the leaders? The Government, of course, had often considered the idea. The problem, as Camden saw it in the beginning of the year, was not only to detect the plot but to expose it to the world. The information they had already collected through Turner and McNally went far to establish the connection between the disturbed state of the country and the United leaders in Dublin, and the links in turn between them and their allies in France. But Turner and McNally refused to let their evidence be used in a court of law or a parliamentary enquiry. Even if they had been prepared to come forward, they were not sure themselves who were at the heart of the conspiracy. So it was agreed in London and Dublin to make no arrests for the moment.38


This had been the position at the end of January. A fortnight later, Camden had written to Portland to say he was under strong pressure from the Irish gentry. “It seems their opinion that the system of Union is spreading, that the Counties into which it has been introduced are organised, that the Publication of The Press is spreading still more widely that System, whilst no Measure seems to be taken to counteract it.”39


At a cabinet meeting, the Speaker, John Foster, put the case vehemently for arresting the known conspirators, although they could not be brought to trial. Foster was the most powerful man in the cabinet after the Chancellor. He was emerging as the leader of the right wing, the party of the squires and the Orange lodges, the ultras who were still unreconciled to the relaxation of the penal laws against Catholics. With some justice, Foster argued that the comparative calm of Dublin and the country around was not, as Camden then believed, the result of the Government’s strong measures. On the contrary, it meant the region was successfully organised and patiently waiting the instructions of the Dublin executive. By arresting their leaders, the Government would “disconcert their proceedings”. He added, “It might possibly produce an insurrection in some part of the kingdom, but under all circumstances the event might not be unpropitious, as it would be more in our power to quell it, than if such event happened when the enemy were off the coast.”40


The London cabinet was shocked to read Foster’s proposal. Portland wrote hurriedly back to Camden that these measures would be both “dangerous and inconvenient”.41


A few days later, however, entirely new information came into the hands of the Irish Government, which was to tip the balance sharply in favour of Foster’s plan. And in a few days more Portland reluctantly conceded to Camden that he could arrest the conspirators at his discretion.


The latest acquisition to the Castle’s intelligence network was a twenty-seven year old Catholic silk merchant, called Thomas Reynolds. He had useful connections. Wolfe Tone had married his sister-in-law. Lord Edward was, he claimed, a distant relation. He had joined the movement more than a year before, believing that its aims were limited to its published programme—Catholic emancipation and Parliamentary reform. At first his membership seems to have been more or less nominal. Reynolds was preoccupied with the task of getting out of trade and setting up in style as a country gentleman. Lord Edward obliged by helping him buy the lease of Kilkea—one of the smaller Fitzgerald castles. In December, as Reynolds was choosing the wallpapers and family portraits for the baronial hall, Lord Edward asked him a favour. His own activities for the movement had drawn the suspicion of the Government. Would Reynolds mind taking over his place as United colonel for County Kildare? Reynolds could hardly refuse such a compliment from the brother of the Duke of Leinster—his landlord. The Kildare Committee received him enthusiastically, and soon he rose from county treasurer to a place on the Leinster Provincial Directory itself.42


At the beginning of the new year, when O’Connor’s violent party, as we have seen, challenged the moderate leadership of Emmet, Reynolds at last saw the movement in its true colours, according to his own account. Two members of the county executive took him aside and showed him their “diabolical plans”. The rising was imminent—the first step, the assassination of eighty leading members of the Government. Prelates, noblemen, gentlemen, some of them my own relations, noted Reynolds in horror. In each case a man servant sworn to the cause was ready to do the deed.43


On February 25th, Reynolds rode down from Dublin to do some business with a friend called Mr. Cope, merchant of Cope & Co. They dined with some local gentry. Conversation turned to the distracted state of the country—magistrates murdered in broad daylight, houses raided, threats of a French invasion, and the prospect of revolution. Reynolds had been in Paris when the mob took over. His mind was now made up. Riding back to Dublin he confided to Cope that he knew “someone” who could give the Government all the information they needed.44


Without disclosing Reynolds’ identity, Cope went immediately to the Castle. The Chief Secretary, Thomas Pelham, authorised Cope to offer him virtually a blank cheque in exchange for the vital information. Reynolds assured Cope he was not interested in a reward. He only made four stipulations: he should not be prosecuted; nor be asked to prosecute others; his identity should be kept secret; and some ready cash—500 guineas—should be paid him in case he had to leave the country suddenly.45


As a first instalment, Reynolds now produced a copy of the actual minutes of that week’s meeting of the Supreme Executive. It was, he said, taken from a set in Lord Edward’s handwriting. It confirmed the Government’s worst fears. The revolutionary army—on paper, at any rate—outnumbered the Government forces by more than five to one, totalling, according to the returns, precisely 279,896 armed men. This huge secret army was distributed fairly evenly over three of the four provinces; no returns were included for Connaught, the poorest and least organised of the four.46


On one vital issue Reynolds’ report added to the bewilderment of Camden and his advisers. Those outrages in the South and Midlands, were they in fact directed by the movement? Or were, on the contrary, the tranquil counties in the North and East the better organised?


The returns of armed men confirmed the first view. Queen’s County, proclaimed in January as in a state of insurrection, boasted the largest army after Wicklow, parts of which had been proclaimed the previous winter. Dublin and Meath, little disturbed, were little organised. Wexford and a couple of other peaceful counties on the fringe of Leinster were so apathetic as to have sent no returns.


Yet according to the minutes of the meeting, the counties that declared themselves ready for immediate rising were Meath and Carlow, in the Midlands, and Down and Antrim, in the North—all of which had recently proved completely quiet.


The Supreme Executive, at any rate, were now putting the finishing touches to their plans for the rising. Each county was to appoint an adjutant-general to report direct to the Executive the tactical strength of the county contingent. Every road and bridge, every scrap of land must be surveyed with an eye to its use as a patriot rallying point, or a place for ambushing a Government convoy. When the French landed, patriots must gather together all the horses they could find, take three days’ rations for the men, and march forward immediately to join up with the patriotic militia and yeomanry.


Though Reynolds, like Turner and McNally, refused to give evidence in court, Camden and his advisers devised a scheme which would enable them not only to seize the conspirators, but to bring them to justice.


On March 12th, according to Reynolds, the twenty odd delegates of the Leinster Directory were to meet in Dublin. It was a critical moment. Once again a motion for immediate rising, unassisted by the French, would be put to the meeting, and this time it would probably be carried. Lord Edward, as military expert, John McCann, as the provincial committee’s secretary, were both in favour. One of the violent party, according to Reynolds, had told him a few days before, “We were nearly equal to them at the last meeting, and we have all the new Delegates to our side at this time.” All over the Kingdom new recruits were joining them. More than half the soldiers in the barracks of Dublin and the camp at Loughlinstown were now sworn to the cause. They desired “but twenty minutes’ notice to seize the camp and march to Dublin”.47


Completely unsuspecting, the Executive continued to keep Reynolds up-to-date with their plans. Reynolds in turn passed the information to Cope, and Cope to the Government. On March 10th, they learnt that the meeting would be in a room on the first floor of the house of Oliver Bond, the woollen merchant in Bridge Street. It would begin punctually at ten. The passwords were: “Are they above or are they come?” “Is Ivers of Carlow come?”48


The night before the meeting Camden wrote to Portland to tell him why he was going ahead with the arrests, despite the British cabinet’s misgivings. First, the United leaders were doing “inconceivable mischief” organising the country. The Irish cabinet unanimously agreed that they must be stopped, even at the risk of precipitating a rebellion. Second, the spring assizes were approaching. The gentry were completely demoralised and it would be impossible to get juries unless the Government showed they were not afraid to strike. Third, if they delayed any longer, their “best friends” in Parliament would turn against them. Camden concluded: “it is therefore with infinite anxiety I look to the success of the measure.”49


Next morning shortly after ten, Town Major Sirr, Dublin’s notorious chief of police, rushed into the first floor room in Bridge Street and surprised the Leinster Directory in conclave. At one swoop Sirr seized ten provincial delegates, two members of the Supreme Executive and their papers. Meanwhile, the houses of the other leaders had been surrounded. Sweetman was taken in his brewery, Emmet in his chambers, Jackson in his iron foundry, and McNevin in his consulting room.50


Several of the country delegates, however, were late in arriving at Bond’s, and so escaped. Though arrested, Thomas Traynor, the Dublin City delegate at the meeting, outwitted the Major. “Hold up your hands,” bellowed Sirr, as he entered the room. Traynor managed to slip one incriminating document into his mouth. Then, pretending to be faint with terror, he persuaded the Major to give him a glass of water, and so swallowed the paper.51


Only two members of the Supreme Executive escaped. Richard McCormick, the Catholic, had despaired of being able to restrain his violent colleagues. Attacked and abused by them for cowardice, and in fear of his own life, he had gone into hiding just before the meeting at Bond’s, and soon fled abroad to safety.52


When he had gone, the sole survivor of the Executive, on whom the hopes of tens of thousands of peasants were now pinned, was Lord Edward, the leader of the violent party.
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A General’s Prophecy


Dublin, March 12th–30th






“… in a state of licentiousness which must render it formidable to everyone but the enemy,”


General Abercromby of his Irish army


“Poor creature I pity him … he is quite in his dotage.”


General Lake of General Abercromby








THE ARREST of sixteen leading revolutionaries raised surprisingly little stir in the capital. The Lord Chancellor, Lord Clare, it is true, was hissed on his way to the Council Chamber. He rounded on the mob, according to one account, “cursing and swearing like a madman”.1 He said himself, in a reassuring note to a friend: “Some forty or fifty blackguards did follow me down Castle Hill; but, as I never go out unarmed, on my facing them suddenly with a pistol in my hand, they retreated with precipitation.”2


Characteristically the Government had made no effort to forestall a riot, let alone a serious attempt to rescue the prisoners. After the scuffle with the Chancellor, however, a massive show of strength was given by two thousand loyal Dublin yeomanry—lawyers, doctors and parsons who spontaneously left their work to rally in the streets, and patrol there till morning.3 There were no further incidents, and Camden was able to report to London the almost unqualified success of the raid on Bond’s.4


Next day the gossips were busy. The man who had informed on the conspirators was supposed to be John Binns, the London Jacobin, who had slipped in and out of Ireland the previous month, and was reported to have turned King’s evidence after his arrest with O’Connor.5 The purpose of the arrests, people said, was to make hostages, as the French and Spanish fleets had combined, and invasion was imminent.6 Everyone had a different story to explain Lord Edward’s escape. In one version, the sheriff had actually caught him breakfasting at McNevin’s, but the warrant had been sent to a different address, so he escaped.7 In another, Lord Edward had been saved from the trap by a premonition of his faithful Negro servant, Tony.8 A thousand stories were told of where Lord Edward was now hidden. He had fled to his brother’s house in the North. He had sailed for France. He was concealed in Dublin, disguised as a woman. For some days the Dublin papers fanned the gossip with conflicting reports,9 then the story faded, and the attention of Dublin ladies turned to a still more tasty Dublin scandal—the forthcoming murder trial of Robert, Earl of Kingston, for shooting his daughter’s seducer.10


In the Fitzgerald family circle, Lord Edward’s flight caused, naturally enough, rather more agitation. His aunt, Lady Louisa Conolly, whose husband, Tom Conolly, commanded the Derry militia, was in “horrors about his having invited the French, or his being punished for it”.11 His conventional older brother, Lord Charles, who had a minor post in the Government, was “so overcome” that he shut himself up in his villa and refused to see anyone.12 Other respectable relations rallied round. Lady Louisa Conolly happened to be connected by marriage to both Lords Camden and Castlereagh. The latter was vaguely reassuring: “You may rely on the earnest wishes of government to do all they can for Lord Edward, who is so much loved, and as he can’t be found, no harm can come to him.”13 Lord Castlereagh gallantly offered to return to Lady Edward her private letters seized during a raid on Leinster House.14


Lord Edward’s French wife, Pamela, was reported by Louisa Conolly to be bearing up well during this trying period. “Poor little Pamela’s fair, meek and pitiable account of it all moved her to the greatest degree,” her sister Sarah wrote in her diary.15 Louisa had gone straight to Leinster House after seeing Lord Castlereagh, and Pamela was told very firmly that, if she knew where Lord Edward was, she was to keep her mouth shut. Appearances were unpleasant, it was true, but the family still clung to the hope that Edward was innocent—or at any rate had made good his escape. They had some reason for optimism. Just before Lord Edward had gone underground, the Lord Chancellor told one of the family: “For God’s sake get this young man out of the country. The ports shall be thrown open to you, and no hindrance whatever offered.”16


There was more to this policy of the Government’s than respect for Lord Edward’s influential relations. As we have seen, Camden’s overriding aims were first to prevent revolution in Ireland, and second to expose to the world the international Jacobin conspiracy.17 Lord Edward’s arrest seemed now more or less irrelevant. The cabinet did not, in any case, have a particularly high opinion of his talents. “Lord Edward is zealous but not fit to command a sergeant’s guard,” a Castle informer had written earlier.18 One thing that never seems to have crossed anyone’s mind in Government circles at this time was that in this wayward and idealistic young aristocrat Ireland might find a more potent symbol for national rebellion than in any of the more serious conspirators.


What worried Camden and his advisers was not Lord Edward’s absence. It was the comparative innocuousness of the papers seized at Bond’s with the other revolutionaries.


The only papers of any great significance found at Bond’s were some provincial committee resolutions and subscription lists written by the provincial secretary John McCann and hastily thrust under the grate.19 These papers, John Beresford reported to his crony Lord Auckland a day after the arrests, “confirmed to a certainty what we knew before, their treasonable designs and actions”.20 But it was one thing to justify to themselves the policy of seizing the conspirators; it was quite another thing to prove in a court of law that they were guilty of high treason. And as the days passed it became increasingly obvious to Camden and his advisers that they were still no nearer obtaining the evidence necessary for a successful prosecution.21 A list of 67,295 people ready “to act in concert with the Nation”22 was hardly going to bring anyone to the scaffold unless the object of the meeting could be made plain. To achieve this they needed the testimony of the informer who had betrayed the meeting—Thomas Reynolds. His identity was still unknown to the Government, but the message came back to them by way of Cope. He refused point blank.23


At this discouraging period the Castle received the latest bulletin from that Dublin Cassandra, Leonard McNally. “You will be surprised at being assured,” he wrote of the arrests at Bonds’s, that they have “scarcely affected any man except the very near connections of those imprisoned, and even those connections do not despond but evince pride mingled with their apprehensions.” McNally warned the Government that the arrests had not, as they thought, broken the back of the revolutionary organisation. “The societies met yesterday,” he wrote on the 13th, “in the midst of the tumults and calmly proceeded in their business.” Orders were sent to each society: “When a secretary is taken up, instantly meet and elect another!”24


McNally’s story was hard to swallow. On the 19th, the Under Secretary at the Castle, Edward Cooke, wrote confidently to London: “Dublin is broken in its organisation by our late captures, and certainly there is much confusion among the rebels.”25 Yet it was hard to dismiss McNally’s story completely. Francis Higgins, the editor of the pro-Government Freeman’s Journal, heard from his private spy ring that some Dublin business men who were in the plot had set up a special committee to help get Jackson, Bond and the others out of prison; they were confident that they could not be prosecuted and delegates had been sent north to assure their friends there of “their Continued and Invariable zeal”.26 An informer called Boyle reported that “there will be a new directory or Convention appointed, in the room of such as are taken up or run away.” Neilson, the Belfast printer arrested in 1796 and recently released, was one of the leaders.27 Later in the month, Boyle announced he had attended one of the five hundred branch meetings called to receive instructions from the new directory. Expresses were to be sent shortly with the new plans. “Pikes are making in Abundance in every part of Dublin … some very desperate Attack will be made and that very soon.”28 By the end of the month one informer was claiming that the arrests had been worse than useless. “For they say unless the great Ones suffered in their Cause it would never come to pass.”29


Whether they believed these reports or not—and they seem to have been sceptical—the Castle authorities recognised their perilous situation, as long as the state prisoners were unpunished. “If these villains escape with a temporary imprisonment only,” wrote the Lord Chancellor, Lord Clare, “there will be no possibility of living in Ireland.”30 But how to get evidence? Would attainder be justifiable? “I fear we cannot convict legally,” wrote Cooke, “but they must be punished, or the country is gone.”31


This delicate question was still unresolved when a political storm burst which was to drain the last reserves of the Castle’s strength and solidarity. It was to be the worst political crisis since the fiasco of Lord Fitzwilliam’s viceroyalty three years before—and the Government’s last chance of avoiding the catastrophe of rebellion and civil war.


Two days after the arrests at Bond’s, an exceedingly tiresome letter had arrived from London. There was consternation over there, reported the Duke of Portland, at what purported to be a general order of the Commander-in-Chief, General Sir Ralph Abercromby, accusing the Irish army of atrocities. The Irish gentry in London were convinced that nothing but death and destruction would follow; they must collect up their belongings and leave Ireland for ever.32 A couple of days later, Camden received a still more ominous sign—a letter from Pitt himself. Had he really authorised this extraordinary order? Such “a public and indiscriminate censure” of the whole Irish army was “almost an invitation to a foreign enemy”.33 Other members of the British cabinet—Lord Auckland34 and Lord Westmoreland—wrote privately to enquire what on earth was going on in Ireland.35


The copy of the general order that had created such a sensation in London was perfectly genuine. On February 26th, after returning from a tour of the South, Abercromby had sent a circular to all generals and commanding officers, which began with the striking statement that the Irish army was “in a state of licentiousness which must render it formidable to everyone but the enemy”. This was proved, Abercromby went on, by the “very disgraceful frequency of courts martial and the many complaints of the irregularities in the conduct of the troops in this Kingdom”. Commanding Officers were now instructed to enforce the strictest discipline and restore the good name of the army. At the same time they were reminded that standing orders expressly forbade troops to act on their own initiative against the disaffected, without being called on by the magistrates, unless they were themselves attacked.36


A few hours after writing this order, Abercromby left Dublin again—this time for a tour of the North. He did not consult the Castle, he did not even inform them about this remarkable document. For him it was simply a matter of discipline. “It was necessary to speak out,” he later explained. “The order is strong, but be assured it was necessary.” The abuses of all kinds “can scarcely be believed.”37 One of his friends added in his defence: “Nothing I am sure could be more remote from Sir Ralph’s mind … than any idea of politicks.”38 And that, of course, was his undoing.


Abercromby was a capable commander in the field, as he had shown in the recent campaign in the West Indies. But in his long career he had made still more mark as a humane and efficient administrator. He had helped re-build the morale of the British army, shattered by the fiascos on the Continent.39 His politics were liberal, and free from party. As a young man he had, like many serving officers, sympathised with the American struggle for independence.40 He now shared the views of his friend Henry Dundas, and the other more liberal-minded members of the British cabinet, who hoped shortly to establish an honourable peace with France.41


From the first he had had misgivings about his new post in Ireland. Although he was assured by the English cabinet that he would have a free hand, he knew that the peculiar nature of Irish Government put the Commander-in-Chief in a most difficult position. As the King’s representative the Viceroy was in theory the head of the Irish army. In practice, this merely created endless delays and obstructions, for the Commander-in-Chief had to get the sanction of the Viceroy on the most trivial questions; it also laid the Irish army wide open to intrigue, as officers could appeal to the Viceroy over the head of their Commander-in-Chief.42 Despite the re-assurances in London it took Abercromby only a fortnight to realise this system had not, after all, been changed. He pressed Camden to honour the promise to give him a free hand—or let him return to England. “A divided command,” he pointed out, “is perfectly incompatible with those principles by which military affairs are guided.”43 Camden’s reply was characteristically evasive: he could not formally delegate his power to him, but he would have it in substance.44


The more Abercromby saw of the way the country was being run, the less he had liked it. He had one clear aim—to reform and remodel the army to be ready to meet the threat of French invasion. The task was daunting: “On my arrival here,” he wrote to a friend in England a few days after disembarking, “I found an army of upwards of 40,000 without any arrangement made for their subsistence” in case they had to take the field. A Commissary-General was appointed—the best that could be found, though “not altogether qualified”.45 Other military preparations were equally defective. “No artillery were in a condition to move,” he told his staff officer, General John Moore. “Even the guns attached to the regiments were unprovided with horses. No magazines were found for the regiments. Little or no order or discipline.”46 The cavalry, Abercromby found, were “in general unfit for service”, and the infantry officers “very little able to command them”.47 But to a professional like Abercromby, the most alarming feature of all was the way the regular army were scattered in small groups all over Ireland. In December, he wrote to General Lake, the commander of the northern district, to impress on him “the absolute necessity” of concentrating the troops in larger bodies. “In their present state they are exposed to be corrupted, to be disarmed and made prisoners.”48 Instead of leaving the regular army to the garrison towns from where they could be rushed to meet any attempt by the French at landing, the Government had allowed more than half of them to be dispersed in small parties for protecting the gentry in disturbed areas. This kind of police work was the job of the local yeomanry. In special cases Abercromby was prepared to let regular troops do duty alongside the yeomanry, but their strategic role should be completely different. Their present dispersed state was “really ruinous to the service. The best regiments in Europe could not long stand such usage.”49


After a frustrating month in Dublin, Abercromby set out for his first tour of the country. He travelled south, reaching Cork in late January. He was pleased to find that the country people were quiet. There was dissatisfaction, it was true; and a “watchful eye” must be kept on the disaffected.50 The trouble was, he reported to the Duke of York in London, in a private letter, “The upper orders of men have fallen, in general, into a state of despondency, and seem to have given up the cause.” He had tried as far as possible to resist their appeals for regular troops to protect them. The present system could ruin the troops’ discipline and lead them “into a thousand irregularities contrary to law, which would bring disgrace upon themselves”. By withdrawing the troops, he could not only restore the troops’ discipline and concentrate them at strategic points ready to ward off invasion; he might also, as he put it to the Duke of York, “force the gentlemen to exert themselves”.51


Many years before, Abercromby had been stationed as a junior officer in Ireland. What he now saw of the Irish gentry only served to confirm his earlier impression, that their petty tyranny was the root cause of Ireland’s troubles. As men they were ignorant; as landlords oppressive. Still more shocking to Abercromby’s Scottish soul, their chief interests were “the pursuit of pleasure or political intrigue”. Now, when their country most needed magistrates of integrity and courage, they were deserting their posts, or crying to the army to rescue them from the peasantry they had goaded to rebellion.52


On his return to Dublin Abercromby gave Camden a confidential report on the preparations to defend Ireland. If the French landed on the eastern side of the country, they could be sealed off between the two great rivers, the Slaney and the Barrow. If they chose the South-West, which was more likely, they would be blocked by the large garrisons at Kinsale and Cork, which were in a good state of readiness. Right across the South he was forming a chain of depots for arms and ammunitions, forage and provisions. New batteries on the Shannon were being erected, the old fort at Duncannon was being reversed so that its guns faced out to sea, while far up the Shannon the medieval castle at Athlone was being hastily fortified. All these measures were essential to protect the country from foreign invasion.53 As for the enemy within, Abercromby repeated once more that the internal security of Ireland must depend on the “firmness and resolution” of the country gentlemen.54
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