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THE FELONS OF OUR LAND.




What spirits these so forsaken and so jaded:
White plumes stained and apparel that is rent:
Wild eyes dim with ideals that have faded:
Weary feet wearily resting in ascent?
Heroes and patriots, a company benighted,
Looking back drearily they see along the plain
Many a bright beacon that liberty had lighted
Dying out slowly in the wind and in the rain.


Lord Bowen.





I.


For a century past, to go back no further, the song‐writers of England have been singing of victory, the song‐writers of Ireland only of defeat. Nelson and Wellington and Clive and their days of triumph have been set in lasting verse by English poets, not the generals driven back by Washington, or Hicks or Herbert Stewart or Majuba Hill. Gordon, dead and defeated, has never passed into popular song, but the conqueror of Omdurman has already had the hall mark of success stamped upon him by the unofficial laureate of the Empire. And yet it is not a material victory that most needs interpretation in song. The newspaper placard that tells of it is enough to stir the blood to swell the pride, of the passer‐by. The song‐writer, the poet, would find a better mission were he to tell of the meaning of failure, of the gain that may lie in the wake of a lost battle. If he himself possessed the faith that is the evidence of things unseen, he would strive to give spiritual vision to trembling and discouraged men. He would strive for the power of the man of God in the little hill city besieged by the Syrian host, when he comforted his trembling and discouraged servant with the assurance that ‘they that be with us are more than they that be with them,’ and opened his eyes to see the mountain sides alight with chariots and horses of fire.


Whether with such a purpose, or whether through the nature formed by generations of loss, it is not of conquerors or of victories our poets have written and our people have sung through



the last hundred years, but of defeat and of prison and of death. This feeling, or instinct, has been thus expressed:—




They say the British Empire owes much to Irish hands,
That Irish valour fixed her flag o’er many conquered lands,
And ask if Erin takes no pride in these her gallant sons,
Her Wolseleys and her Lawrences, her Wolfes and Wellingtons.




Ah! these were of the Empire, we yield them to her fame,
And ne’er in Erin’s orisons is heard their alien name;
But those for whom her heart beats high and benedictions swell,
They died upon the scaffold and they pined within the cell.






Another song, more distinctively of the people, is the one from which I have taken the name of this paper:—



Let cowards sneer and tyrants frown,
Oh little do we care:
A felon’s cap’s the noblest crown
An Irish head can wear!
And though they sleep in dungeons deep
Or flee outlawed and banned,
We love them yet, we can’t forget
The felons of our land.




Felony is given in Johnson’s dictionary as ‘a crime denounced capital by the law,’ and this is how it, or perhaps I should use the word coined for Ireland, ‘treason‐felony,’ is defined in Ireland also—a crime in the eyes of the law, not in the eyes of the people. A thief is shunned, a murder prompted by brutality or personal malice is vehemently denounced, a sheepstealer’s crime is visited on the third and fourth generations; but a ‘felon’ has come to mean one who has gone to death or to prison for the sake of a principle or a cause. In consequence, the prison rather lends a halo than leaves a taint. In a country that is not a reading country, ‘Speeches from the Dock,’ the last public words of political prisoners, is in its forty‐eighth edition. The chief ornament of many a cottage is the warrant for the arrest of a son of the house framed and hung up as a sort of diploma of honour. I remember an election to a dispensary district before which one candidate sent round certificates of his medical skill, the other merely a statement that several members of his family had been prosecuted by the Government. And it was the latter who won the appointment. I have known the hillsides blaze with bonfires when prisoners were released, not because they were believed to be innocent, but because they were believed to be guilty. It has been so all through the century. I find among Under‐Secretary



Gregory’s papers a letter written by Colonel Barry from Limerick in 1816 in connection with some executions that were taking place at that disturbed time. ‘The Sheriff has requested that I would remark to you the propriety of appealing to Government to forbid the Bodies of all such people, or indeed any part of their clothing, being given up to their familys, who consider that these people have died as Martyrs in the cause of their country, and instead of holding them out as examples to avoid, cry them up as characters to be imitated. The anxiety to get the corps of the execution is very curious, it is carried to such length by the different Branches of the family as to cause very great Battles, indeed the last execution that took place here there was very nearly being a Battle, and there were as I understand upwards of a thousand people clearing for action when the Mayor threatened to turn out the main guard if they did not disperse. . . . Not even a shoe should be given to the family, for all the cloths the deceased had on are considered as relicks.’ Then, as in later years, the act of the Government executioner seems often to have been a swift act of canonisation.





II.


Irish history, having been forbidden in the national schools, has lifted up its voice in the streets, and has sung the memory of each new movement, and of the men who guided it, into the memory of each new generation. At little Catholic bookshops, at little sweet and china shops in country towns, one finds the cheap ballad books, in gaudy paper covers, red, yellow, and green, that hold these summaries of a sad history. ‘The Harp of Tara,’ the ‘Green Flag of Ireland,’ the ‘Rising of the Moon,’ are some of them. And at fairs and markets the favourite ballads are sold singly or in broadsheets by the singers at a yet lower price. Sometimes it is a movement that is celebrated, the ’98 rebellion above all. The well‐known ‘Who fears to speak of Ninety‐eight,’ the contribution of Trinity College to national song, has lately taken new youth in a translation into Irish, but a more general favourite is the simple and picturesque ‘Rising of the Moon:’—




Oh! then tell me, Shawn O’Ferrall,
Where the gathering is to be—
In the old spot by the river
Right well known to you and me.



One word more—for signal token
Whistle up the marching tune,
With your pike upon your shoulder
By the rising of the moon.



. . . . . . .



Well they fought for poor old Ireland,
And full bitter was their fate
(Oh! what glorious pride and sorrow
Fill the name of ninety‐eight!)
Yet, thank God, e’en still are beating
Hearts in manhood’s burning noon,
Who would follow in their footsteps
At the rising of the moon!






The Union and ‘The Fate of the Forties’ (the forty shilling freeholders evicted when they ceased to be of political use) and the famine and other disastrous events are touched on. But for the most part the ballads are written to keep in honour the names of the ‘felons’ themselves, ‘the men who loved the cause that never dies.’


In a little packet of papers in my possession marked as ‘proved to have been found in Lord Edward Fitzgerald’s apartment in Leinster House,’ probably at the time of his arrest, there is a card, ‘Sacred to the memory of William Orr,’ the inscription carefully written and surrounded with emblems of Erin and of Liberty and of Death, painted possibly by Lord Edward’s own hand. Orr, the writing explains, was ‘offered up at Carrickfergus on Saturday, 14th October, 1797, an awful sacrifice to Irish freedom on the altar of British tyranny.’ Orr in ’97, Lord Edward himself and Wolfe Tone in ’98, began the long procession that has passed into a century of Irish song through the qualifying prison gate.


A street ballad that has now found its way into songbooks touches with some precision as to facts, though without much regard to sequence, on the felons of some fifty years. It was composed by a Dublin street singer, and, in spite of the stilted words of one who has learned a style from newspapers and from mob oratory, there is something touching in the conscientious attention to detail where it concerns those whose names might be slipping out of memory, and in the return to Mitchel’s name without any detail, as if the tears in the voice of the singer would not allow the fate of the living convict he had known to be dwelt upon.




By Memory inspired,
And love of country fired,
The deeds of them I love to dwell upon—



And the patriotic glow
Of my spirit must bestow
A tribute to O’Connell that is gone, boys, gone.
Here’s a memory to the friends that are gone.




In October ’97—
May his soul find rest in heaven—
William Orr to execution was led on;
The jury, drunk, agreed
That Irish was his creed;
For perjury and threats drove them on, boys, on.
Here’s the memory of John Mitchel that is gone.




We saw a nation’s tears
Shed for John and Henry Sheares,
Betrayed by Judas, Captain Armstrong;
We may forgive, but yet
We never can forget
The poisoning of Maguire that is gone, boys, gone.
Our high Star and true Apostle that is gone!




How did Lord Edward die?
Like a man, without a sigh;
But he left his handiwork on Major Swan!
But Sirr, with steel‐clad breast,
And coward heart at best,
Left us cause to mourn Lord Edward that is gone, boys, gone.
Here’s the memory of our friends that are gone!




September, eighteen‐three,
Closed this cruel history,
When Emmett’s blood the scaffold flowed upon—
Oh, had their spirits been wise,
They might then realise
Their freedom—but we drink to Mitchel that is gone, boys, gone.
Here’s the memory of the friends that are gone!






Lord Edward, Emmett, O’Connell, Wolfe Tone, have had their story so often told that it is unnecessary to touch on it. The Sheares, Henry and John, were sons of a member of the Irish Parliament. The elder was educated at Trinity College, and both brothers were called to the Irish bar. They threw in their lot with the United Irishmen, and were executed in ’98. Sir Jonah Barrington, who had been at Trinity with John Sheares, did his utmost for them with Lord Clare, but was only promised a respite of one hour, and this promise came too late. ‘I hastened to Newgate,’ he says, ‘and arrived at the very moment that the executioner was holding up the head of my old college friend, and saying, “Here is the head of a traitor! They had been hanged side by side, holding each other’s hands.”




Wolfe Tone, in spite of the romance that must always hang about Lord Edward’s name, is looked on, as founder of the United Irishmen, as the more direct representative of the rebellion. One song by him is in the ballad books, and there is not, I think, one in which his name is not found. In many later movements men’s thoughts have turned to him. Kickham, the poet‐felon, sent to imprisonment in 1866, cries:—




Oh, Knowledge is a wondrous power,
And stronger than the wind,
And thrones shall fall and despots bow
Before the might of mind.




The poet and the orator
The heart of man can sway,
And would to the kind heavens
That Wolfe Tone were here to‐day!






Davis, though he died young, before his ‘Young Ireland’ friends had found their way to the dock, to which he himself was inevitably tending, wrote while he lived of him and of other felons who had come before his time:—



Sure ’twas for this Lord Edward died, and Wolfe Tone sank serene,
Because they could not bear to leave the red above the green.
And ’twas for this that Owen fought, and Sarsfield nobly bled,
Because their eyes were hot to see the green above the red!




His verses on ‘Tone’s Grave’ are usually found on the broadsheets, for that grave has been for the last hundred years a place of pilgrimage. No tomb has yet been built there, for others feel, as Davis felt, that the time has not yet come, but stones have often been laid on his grave to mark it, and have as often been carried away by the pilgrims as relics. Davis’s verses begin and end thus:—




In Bodenstown churchyard there is a green grave,
And wildly along it the winter winds rave;
Small shelter, I ween, are the ruined walls there
When the storm sweeps down on the plains of Kildare.



. . . . . . . .



In Bodenstown churchyard there is a green grave,
And freely around it let winter winds rave.
Far better they suit him—the ruin and gloom—
Till Ireland, a nation, can build him a tomb.






O’Connell’s influence was growing weak, and men were becoming hardened and embittered by the terrible scenes of the famine, when, in 1848, John Mitchel—the ‘friend’ whose name



the poor street singer comes back upon, but cannot dwell upon—came out from, or in advance of, the Young Ireland group and openly preached revolution. His arrest took place in March, his trial in May. He was convicted of the newly baptised crime, ‘treason‐felony,’ and was condemned to fourteen years’ transportation. Then he was hurried off in a police van to the war sloop that was waiting for him with fires lighted and steam up. His ‘Jail Journal,’ a book of extraordinary power, begins with the entry: ‘May 27, 1848. On this day, about four o’clock in the afternoon, I, John Mitchel, was kidnapped and carried off from Dublin in chains as a convicted felon.’ He was first sent to Bermuda, and in the next year with a batch of convicts to the Cape. But insurrection had broken out there also. The colonists had been promised that their country should never be made a penal settlement without their consent. This promise had been broken through by means of an ‘Order in Council.’ The colonists took the law into their own hands and refused to allow the convicts to land, though they were ‘ready to make an exception in the case of Mr. Mitchel;’ but he was not allowed to land alone. For five months the battle with the Mother Country raged, and the convicts lay tossing in Simon’s Bay. At last H.M.’s Government gave in, and the ‘Neptune,’ with her live cargo, was sent on to Van Diemen’s Land. On the first voyage the ‘Essays of Macaulay,’ then a cabinet minister, fell into Mitchel’s hands, and the young convict slings his pebbles with a will at the head of the big Philistine. It happened that I first came across the ‘Jail Journal’ in 1887, at the time of the Jubilee, when England was celebrating in the name of the Queen her own fifty years fatness. Such sentences as these came as a commentary on each day’s papers. ‘He (Macaulay) has the right omniscient tone and air, and the true knack of administering reverential flattery to British civilisation, British prowess, honour, enlightenment, and all that, especially to the great nineteenth century and its astounding civilisation, that is, to his readers. It is altogether a new thing in the history of mankind, this triumphant glorification of a current century upon being the century it is. No former age, before or after, ever took any pride in itself, and sneered at the wisdom of its ancestors; and the new phenomenon indicates, I believe, not higher wisdom, but deeper stupidity. The nineteenth century is come, but not gone; and what now if it should be hereafter memorable among centuries for something quite



other than its wondrous enlightenment? . . . What the mass of mankind understand by the word good is, of course, pudding, and praise, and profit, comfort, power, luxury, supply of vulgar wants—all, in short, which Bacon included under the word commoda; and to minister to mankind in these things is, according to the great English teacher, the highest aim—the only aim and end of true philosophy and wisdom. O Plato! O Jesu! . . . They did actually imagine—those ancient wise men—that it is true wisdom to raise our thoughts and aspirations above what the mass of mankind calls good—to regard truth, fortitude, honesty, purity, as the great objects of human effort and not the supply of vulgar wants.’ These words were not spoken by any living preacher, but by a convicted felon who had not lived to see the jubilee—



So we drink to John Mitchel that is gone, boys, gone:
Here’s the memory of the friends that are gone.




The Fenian outbreak—it can hardly be called ‘rising’—of 1867 would not perhaps have found a large place in national song but for the Manchester triple execution. As it is, the songs connected with that tragedy are perhaps the most numerous and popular of all. The outbreak came in 1867, and was easily put down. As in ’98, the chief leaders had already been arrested, and the whole plan fell into disorder. Some of the principal organisers escaped; two of them, Kelly and Deasy, were arrested at Manchester. On September 18 they were placed in the dock, and were remanded and sent back to the borough gaol, handcuffed and locked into separate compartments of a prison van, with a strong escort of police. About halfway on the road to Salford the van was attacked by a body of men, some armed, who shot down one of the horses and so brought it to a full stop.
 They tried to break the door open, but it was locked. The lock was blown open by a pistol shot, and Sergeant Brett, who was inside, and who had bravely refused to give up the keys, was shot dead, whether by this shot or by a deliberate one was the point disputed at the trial. The prisoners were snatched out, helped, handcuffed as they were, over the wall, and made their escape. The police rallied, and, helped by the mob, seized some of the rescuers who had stayed on the spot to cover the flight of the prisoners. The Irish quarter of Manchester was searched, and before morning sixty Irishmen were in prison.


The final trial of the rescuers took place on October 28. By



this time five men had been pitched upon as ringleaders, Allen, Larkin, O’Brien, Maguire, and Condon. All were found guilty and condemned to death. The last two were afterwards released, Maguire, curiously enough, on the intercession of the whole body of press representatives who had attended the trial, Condon, it was believed, because he was an American citizen. The other three were hanged publicly at Manchester on November 23.


The excitement caused in Ireland was extraordinary. It was believed that these men were put to death, not because they were guilty of murder, for this was not proved, and each one to the end protested his innocence, but because, as has often happened in other countries in a moment of passion and panic, the mob had demanded a victim, and the lot had fallen not on one but on three. They were all men of good character, working for their bread. O’Brien was the son of an evicted farmer; Larkin, the grandson of a farmer flogged and transported in ’98; Allen, for whose fate most pity was felt, had been brought up a carpenter, was only 19, and was soon to have been married. He, like the others, had not asked for mercy or denied his share in the rescue, but only in the death of Sergeant Brett. In his last letter to his family he said, ‘I am dying an honourable death. I am dying for Ireland, dying for the land that gave me birth, dying for the island of saints, and dying for liberty. Every generation of our countrymen has suffered, and where is the Irish heart could stand by unmoved? I should like to know what trouble, what passion, what mischief could separate the true Irish heart from its own native isle.’ On the next Sunday the chapels were filled with prayers for the souls of the victims. Their bodies had been buried in quicklime, but immense funeral processions were held, and are still held in their memory.


Their fate gave the touch of pathos that had been wanting to the Fenian movement. After sentence of death had been pronounced on them, and before they left the dock, they had cried out together ‘God save Ireland!’ The song founded on these words has become the national anthem of the greater part of Ireland.




Never till the latest day
Shall the memory pass away
Of the gallant lives thus given for our land;
But on the cause must go,
Amidst joy or weal or woe,
Till we’ve made our isle a nation free and grand—






God save Ireland, say we proudly,
God save Ireland, say we all;
If upon the scaffold high
Or the battle‐field we die,
Oh, what matter when for Erin dear we fall?






Many other songs have been written and are sung in their honour—‘The Martyrs,’ ‘Martyrs’ Day,’ ‘The Martyred Three,’ and the one that, to take the test of the  broad sheets, is most popular, the ‘Smashing of the Van.’



One cold November morning in 1867,
These martyrs to their country’s cause a sacrifice were given.
God save Ireland! was the cry, all through the crowd it ran;
The Lord have mercy on the boys that helped to smash the van.




Our ballad singers, in their summaries of history, are never afraid of names, but daringly string them together in a sort of rhymed ‘Calendar of Worthies,’ as:—



Now to begin to name them, I’ll continue in a direct line,
There’s John Mitchel, Thomas Francis Maher, and also William Smith O’Brien,
John Martin and O’Donoghue, Erin sorely feels their loss,
For to complete their number I will include O’Donovan Ross.




There is a redeeming intensity and continuity of purpose through even such doggerel verses as these; they are not without dignity if looked on as roughly hammered links in an unequally wrought chain.


Parnell, when in Kilmainham Jail, was sung at fairs and markets all through the country, and in the first burst of sorrow for his loss many verses were written, but none that have taken, or are likely to take, a real hold on the country, and this, although the first that were printed in ‘United Ireland’ after his death were written by the first of our poets, Yeats. The split in the party, or the influence of priests, or perhaps the strange belief held by many that he is still alive, has laid a silencing finger on the singers’ lips. And some have looked elsewhere for words to associate with his grave:—



Oh, I have dreamed a dreary dream,
Beyond the Isle of Skye:
I saw a dead man win a fight,
And I thought that man was I.




But Davis’s beautiful ‘Lament for Owen Roe’ best expresses the



despair that has been felt by every new peasant generation, as one leader after another has been struck down:—




We thought you would not die, we were sure you would not go
And leave us in our utmost need to Cromwell’s cruel blow.
Sheep without a shepherd, when the snow shuts out the sky.
Oh, why did you leave us, Owen? Why did you die?




Soft as woman’s was your voice, O’Neil, bright was your eye.
Oh, why did you leave us, Owen, why did you die?
Your troubles are all over, you’re at rest with God on high;
But we’re slaves and we’re orphans, Owen. Why did you die?









III.


Few of our ballads can take rank with those of Davis at his best, but there are some of them, those written by the felons themselves, that stand outside criticism, sweat‐drops of the worker, blood‐drops of the fighter shed as he passed along the hard highway. As some old lines say:—



And he was also in the war,
He who this rhyme did write;
Till evening fought he with the sword,
And sang the song at night.




Such are those of Doheny, who was hunted over bogs and mountains for many weeks in ’48, after Smith O’Brien’s rising, in which he had taken part. He has told of these wanderings in his book, ‘On a Felon’s Track,’ and also in one of his ballads, written while ‘on his keeping’ on the Kerry mountains, and addressed to Ireland, ‘Acushla gal machree:’—




I’ve given thee my youth and prime
And manhood’s waning years,
I’ve blest thee in the sunniest time
And shed for thee my tears;
And, mother, though thou’st cast away
The child who’d die for thee,
My fondest wish is still to pray
For Cushla gal machree.




I’ve tracked for thee the mountain sides
And slept within the brake,
More lonely than the swan that glides
On Lua’s fairy lake;
The rich have spurned me from their door
Because I’d set thee free,
Yet do I love thee more and more
Acushla gal machree!








Another felon ballad writer was Kickham, from whose ‘Rory of the Hill’ I have already quoted. His ‘Patrick Sheehan,’ well known in country places, is still an obstacle in the path of the recruiting sergeant:—




Bereft of home, and kith and kin,
With plenty all around,
I starved within my cabin
And slept upon the ground;
But cruel as my lot was
I ne’er did hardship know
Till I joined the English army
Far away from Aherlow.




‘Rouse up there,’ says the Corporal,
‘You lazy Hirish hound—
Why, don’t you hear, you sleeping dog,
The call “to arms” sound?’
Alas! I had been dreaming
Of days long, long ago:
I woke before Sebastopol
And not in Aherlow.



. . . . . .



Then, Irish youths, dear countrymen,
Take heed of what I say,
For if you join the English ranks
You’ll surely rue the day.
And whenever you are tempted
A soldiering to go,
Remember poor blind Sheehan
Of the glen of Aherlow.









IV.


To the spiritual mind the spiritual truth underlying each development of Christianity is always manifest. But there is a significant contrast in the outward form in which religion appears to the peasant of England and the peasant of Ireland. In England (I quote again from the ‘Jail Journal’), ‘is there not our venerable Church, our beautiful liturgy? There is a department for all that, with the excellent Archbishop of Canterbury at the head of it.’ To the English peasant the well‐furnished village church, the pulpit cushion, the gilt‐edged Bible, the cosy rectory, represent respectability, comfort, peace, a settled life. In Ireland the peasant has always before his eyes, on his own cottage walls or in his whitewashed chapel, the cross, the spear, the crown of thorns, that tell of what once seemed earthly failure, that tell that He to whom he kneels was led to a felon’s death.




In England the poet of to‐day must, if he will gain a hearing, write of the visible and material things that appeal to a people who have made ‘The Roast Beef of Old England’ a fetish, and whose characteristic song is:—



We don’t want to fight, but by Jingo if we do,
We’ve got the ships, we’ve got the men, we’ve got the money too.




In Ireland he is in touch with a people whose thoughts have long
been dwelling on an idea; whose heroes have been the failures,
the men ‘who went out to battle and who always fell,’ who went
out to a battle that was already lost—men who, whatever may
have been their mistakes or faults, had an aim quite apart from
personal greed or gain.


Some of us are inclined to reproach our younger poets with a
departure from the old tradition because they no longer write
patriotic and memorial ballads. But in singing of ‘the dim
wisdoms old and deep that God gives unto man in sleep,’ they
have not departed from it, they have only travelled a little further
on the road that leads from things seen to things unseen. And a
poet is not to be shaped and trained like a yew tree and set in a
hedgerow, to guard even the most hallowed ashes. He must be
left to his own growth, like the tree that clings to its own hillside,
that sends down its roots to find hidden waters, that sends out its
branches to the winds and to the stars.





Augusta Gregory.
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