CHAPTER 15

Patrick O’Kelly and the
Interpretation of the 1798
Rebellion in County Kildare

LIAM CHAMBERS

Introduction

The bicentenary of the 1798 rebellion witnessed cnormous popular and
academic interest. Kildare was well served among the huge range of
publications thar appeared to coincide with the anniversary.! This marked
another stage in the long process of telling and retelling the story of 1798,
which stretches back ro che immediate aftermach of the rebellion. Indecd,
much of the recent reappraisal of the 1790s has been based on a critical re-
evaluation of ninercenth century and twentieth century histories of the period.”
This article continues the process by asscssing the historiography of che 1790s
and the rebellion in Cou ney Kildare. The intention is not to creare a canon of
Kildare historians of the rebellion, but rather to re-assess the ways in which the
stories of 1798 were told and retold in Kildare and, in particular, to examine a
number of histortans who have heretofore received little attention from
modern historians of the 1790s. The article concentrates on wrirten, mainly
published, narratives of the rebellion, though it should be borne in mind that
other, non-writren, ways of remembering 1798 were often as important,
Sometimes more important, than these written texts, Most significantly, the
centenary of the rebellion witnessed meetings and rallies in various parts of
County Kildare, while the grave of Theobald Wolfe “lone, at Bodenstown,
SlOWlY became an important  site  for natonalist and  republican
tommemoration from the middle of the nincteenth cengury.’

The rebellion tn Kildare did nor feature prominenely in the voluminous
accounts of the insurrection published in the decades following 1798. Most
nineteenth century historians of the rebellion concenrrated on the acrion in
Wexford, the rising elsewhere in Leinster appeared in many histories as an
fnUOduCtory chapter, that of Ulster as a puzzling sicde-show and the French
mnvasion of Connaught as an epilogue.” The scale of the rebellion in Wexford,
as well as the degree of tebel success there, explains the historical concentration
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on that county, particularly by those who wished to make a political poing,
However, this does not adequately explain why so little was wrirten about
Kildare, particularly by prominent ex-rebel leaders such as William Aylmer,
George Lube and Hugh Ware, the Timahoe-based trio who remained in the
field for almost two months. Indced, both Aylmer and Ware escablished
successful military carcers in Europe in the early nincreenth century and were
therefore ideally placed to provide an assessmenc of the lrish rebellion. Aylmer
died premarurely (aged 42) in Jamaica in 1820 of wounds received at the batele
of Rio de la Hache.® George Lube, it appears, also died quite young, possibly
after his arrival in the United States in the early nineteenth century.’ Hugh
Wiare died in France in 1846 and, according to Miles Byrne, had prepared some
matetial on the 1798 rebellion in Kildare for William James MacNeven,
intended for publication, but to date not Jocared.”

Though in some senses accidental, the silence of Aylmer, Lube and Ware
also reflected the fact that there was no public post-rebellion debate in Kildare
about the events of 1798, In part, this resulted from divisions within the
political cstablishment in the county, dominated by the Fitzgerald (Leinster)
interest, which were neither as pronounced nor as even sided in Kildare as they
were 1n Wexford. [n Kildare, the rebellion was best forgotren. Liberals such a5
Thomas Wogan Browne, Maurice Keatinge and Thomas Fitzgerald had been
tainted with rebellion, while John Esimonde had been executed for his role ar
Prosperous. Even the duke of Leinster was not beyond suspicion.” However a¢
a local level there was no wish on the part of loyalists to oust the duke from his
position of political pre-eminence, an impossible sl given the sheer scale of
the dulee’s influence. The small buc powerful group of conservatives in the
county, centred on the commander of the Kildare Militia, John Wolfe, looked
to Dublin Caste for support. They did not seck to use the rebellion as 4
springboard for political opportunism locally, though Wolfe ran unsuccessfully
for parliament in 1802. Indeed Thomas Rawson of Glasealy, one of the duke’s
most ardent political opponents, later acknowledged the importance of the
duke’s mere residence in the counry.” In addition, the debate about the union
upset political allegiances in Kildare. Conservatives such as John Wolfe or the
La Touche family were joined by the Leinster influence in opposing the unijon,
while pro-unionists counted among their ranks liberals like Maurice Kearinge
and Fenton Aylmer, as well as conservatives like the marquis of Drogheda and
the earl of Mayo. Such divisions reduced the possibilicy of a unifted response
to the tebellion, particularly as a public response was not in the interest of
cither political grouping.'

Two historians produced significant interpretations of the 1798 rebellion in
Kildare in the early and mid aineteenth century. Richard Musgrave’s
exhaustively derailed account of the rebellion typified the ‘loyalisy
interpreracion of 1798. Even more important was the history produced by the
Kildare born academic Patrick O'Kelly. It will be argued chat his presentation
of events informed what Mario Corrigan has termed the ‘fiercely nationalistic
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centenary commemorations in the county, and indeed constitured the basic
interpretation of the 1798 rebellion in Kildare which dominated until quire
recently.” However, alternarive portrayals of events by witnesses were also
provided during the nincteenth century, including the accounts of informers
like Thomas Reynolds (in a work written by his son} and Bernard Duggan, as
well as rhe localised accounts of Quakers such as Mary Leadbeater, Abraham
Shacklcton and Elizabech Pim. This article suggests that these accouncs of 1798
deserve more attention than chey have raditionally recetved.

The Loyalist Interpretation
Richard Musgrave’s massive Memoirs of the different rebellions in Ireland from
the arrival of the English conrained the most exhaustive account of events in
Kildare in 1798 produced during the nineteenth century.”” His celebrared
ultra-loyalist analysis was firsc published in 1801 and quickly ran through three
editions, One of his prime concerns was the possibility that an act of union
would be accompanied by Catholic emancipation in an attempt to woo
support from the Catholic gentry and dergy. For Musgrave, the 1798 rebellion
was cssentially sectarian, another example of the unreliabilicy of Irish Cacholics,
in the tradition of Sir John Temple’s work on the 1641 rebellion.’ Despite ics
ideological limitations, Musgrave's work provided a derailed, if jaundiced,
account of the rebellion by locality. Local informants from all over the country
provided him with a wealth of information, cmbodying the stories of the
suffering of Protestant communities, which cmerged after the rebellion. For
instance, the section dealing with the Athy region bears the hallmark of the
local lovalisr Thomas Rawson, whose Loyal Athy Infantry garrisoned the town
throughout the rebetlion.™

Instances of extreme sectarian slaughrer in Wexford, most notably at
Scullabogue and Wexford Bridge, as well as the leadership role exerted by a
nummber of Cacholic priests facilirated the construction of a religious reading of
the rebellion in that county. Kildare did not afford Musgrave such stark
examples of sectarianism. However, a number of such cpisodes did occur on a
smaller scale: the murders of Brewer and Stamer at Prosperous, the killing of
ninetcen Protestant Yeoman at Rathangan (including the elderly land agent
James Spencer) and the murder of James Crawford and his granddaughter at
Kildare town."* In addition, Musgrave embellished his accounts of sectartan
attacks for maximum effect. Following the murder of Crawford, he
commented, “While these blood hounds continued their sanguinary orgies in
the night, chey constantly exclaimed against hereticks [si¢] and orangemen’.”
He relaced thar ar Rathangan: ‘They killed one Coyle a shoemaker, far
advanced in years because he could not cross himself; but on finding him to be
a heretick [sic], they compelled him to cross himself as well as he could with his
left hand, superstitiously believing, that the doing so would inevirably doom
him to eternal damnation’.’” Musgrave’s accounr reads as a seties of isolared
incidents narrated by town, based presumably on che information he received
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from informants in a given arca. Thus, while the rebellion was the result of 4
popish plot, it was carried aut in a frenzy of sectarian bloodlust, and exhibited
litle averall coherence or political motivation beyond the exterminarion of
Irish Protestanes and ‘their’ ad ministration.

Musgraves interpretation found an echo among sections of the Protestan
population in Kildare. When the Church of Ireland bishop, Charles Lindsay,
visited Rathangan in 1804, he found thar the church was still “a kind of citadel,
with ‘the windows half builc up with loop holes for firing upon an attacking
populace’. He added: ‘As yet the remembrance of the treason is too fresh to be
overruled hy reason and decency . The rebels had briefly occupicd Rathangan,
which helps o explain the continuing fear of artack in subsequenr years. A
similar actitude can be found in some written accounts of the rebelljon
emanating from the county. Thomas Rawson, probably one of Musgrave’s most
important Kildare informancs, used his Statistical survey of the county of Kildare,
published by the Dublin Socicty in 1807, as an opportunity to comment on
the events of 1798. He provided a basic and bricf outline of the major
engagements in his county, adding litdle to the stock of information provided
by Musgrave.” Rawson scverely criticised what he considercd the lenient
attitude to the rebels, implicitdly of the Lord Lieutenant Cornwallis, and
explicicly of the midlands government commander General Dundas, whose
extremncly defensive policy during the rebeltion had left Athy in a precarious
position during late May 1798, Commenting on the surrender of rebels to
Dundas ar Kileullen he wrote: “.. .they gave up such arms as were completely
uscless; and three out of four thousand immediately joined their friends a
Vinegar Hill in the county of Wexford . Like Musgrave, Rawson saw the
rebellion in terms of a popish plot and continually reported 1o governntent
signs of impending massacre of Protestancs in the years after the rebellion, ™

A stmilar loyalist perspective of events in Kildare emerges in a work
published by ]. Jones in Dublin the year after the rebellion entitled: Ax
impartial narrative of the most important engagements which took place between
His Magestys forces and the rebels during the Irish rebellion, 1798 This short and
rather uneven publication conrained a rematkably detailed account of events in
the barony of Carbery, in norrh-west Kildare, during the rebellion.” This
suggests an unidentified local source, closely linked to the Tyrrell family of
Clonard who play a prominent role in the author’s account. The action
centred on the Tyrrell residence and the chrear posed by rebels based ar
Timahoc who ‘had collected a very considerable force, and every night
committed some outrage or depredation’.®” The author suggested that the
counter-offensive launched by government forces againse the Timahoc rebels in
early June was a complete success, whereas in reality it temporarily dispersed
one group of rebels.” The centrepiece of the narrative is a lengthy account of
the barde of Clonard, outining the suffering of Mrs ‘Iyrrell, foc a short period
a rebel prisoner.” Rich in jocal detail, the key poinrt of the narrative was to stress
the barttle for survival faced by isolated Prorestant communiries.
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An interesting illustration of how the rebellion was interpreted by ultra-
loyalists is provided by the case of Maynooth College, which had been
established in 1795. [n 1799, Patrick Duignan launched a bitter atrack on the
College’s supposed involvement in the rebellion. ‘It was currendy reported, and
very generally believed,” he wrore, ‘that aboue thirty six Romanish students
from this monastery, had on the breaking out of the rebellion, joined the
insurgents, and fought ar Kilcock and other places against the King's troops’.”
He also asscrted that up to seventeen students had been expelled ‘on account
of the rebellion’.* His underlying argument questioned the wisdom of state
support for the nascent Catholic institution, but he also re-enforced che
sectarian rebellion argument. The president of the college, Revd Peter Flood,
directly countered his accusations in a pamphlet published n 1800. He
rejected totally the allegations that any of the sixty-nine students under his
authority had been involved in the rebellion. He also carefully pointed out that
ten studenes had been expelled from the college before the rebellion, on 12
May 1798, for United Irish membership or, in the case of two students, for
" In reality the college found itsclf in an
impossible position berween rebel threats to force students to participate in the
conflict and the accusarions of Duignan and the Dublin newspapers.™ As
Patrick Corish has pointed out, the teaching staff (both French and Irish) were
undeniably hostile to both the French Revolution and its [rish manifestarions,
though this failed to halt the accusers.”

Kevin Whelan has noted thac loyalist histories of 1798 were nor those of a
monolithic protestant community, but a factton within i.* For James
Alexander, a native of Harristown in Kings County (on the Kildare border),
the roots of the rebellion, or the ‘mischicef in embryo’, were clearly traceable tw
the growing political awareness and disaffection of the lower orders as far back
as 1793.% Alexander and other liberal protestants argued that che blocking of
political reform in the mid-1790s and the military excesses of the later 1790s
were crucial to understanding the rebellion, thus providing a counterweight o
the analysis of lovalists like Musgrave and contemporary support for lenicney
and reform as the surest methods of pacification.”

refusing to answer questions.”

The ‘Rebel’ Analysis

This analysis of the rebellion was surprisingly similar to that of many ex-rebels
who wrote abour the events of 1798, Thomas Addis Fimmet, for instance,
claimed ¢hat the immediate reason for the outbreak of rebellion was the
excessive force cmployed by government forces in County Kildare.” A
conspicuous example of military excess in Kildare was provided by Warty Cox’s
rish Magazine. In 1810 a shorc article appeared which portrayed Captain
Swayne as the archetypal pitcheapper, a form of torture which involved
pouring pitch on the victim’s head and setting it alight. Swayne’s barbarity was
depicted as the reason for the attack on the garrison at Prosperous on 24 May
1798 by the ‘wrerched peasants’, which resulted in the annihilation of the
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militia force stattoned there. Meanwhile the humane doctor, John Esmonde,
led the rebels because of his horror ar Swayne’s cruely.™ It is worth noting a
this point that the Prosperous rebel Bernard Duggan informed R.R. Maddeq
that Cox’s account was unrrue and cthat Swayne had not used the pitchcap as a
method of torrure ar Prosperous.”

The sheer ferocity of the battle at Prosperous and the role played by John
Esmonde within it were the subject of some debate in the nineteenth century,
during the course of which it became one of the most celebrated incidents of
the rebellion in Kildare, not least because it provided the United Irishmen with
their first substandal victory. The Carlow rebel William Farrell agreed with the
account published in The Irish Magazine, that ‘Swayne [was] so confident of
his power that he ravaged the country without mercy; putting pitchcaps on the
people’s heads and setring them on fire for mere merriment’.* For Fagrell,
Swayne’s activities were the direct cause of the rebeltion, though he implicicly
suggests that the United Irish organisation formed the basis of the counter-
artack.”

This minimisation of the rale of the United Trishmen is further evident in
writings by, and about, two of Kildare’s most famous revolutionary figuges:
Lotd Edward Fitzgerald and Valentine Lawless, second Lord Cloncurry afrer
his father’s death in 1799. Neither participated in the 1798 rebellion, burt both
were deeply involved in the United Irish organisation and intimately linked
with County Kildare. Thomas Moore’s The life and death of Lord Edward
Fitzgerald, which appeared in 1831, was effectively presented as Fitzgerald's
memoirs (and was in fact republished under that title by Martin MacDermote
in 1897).% The work rells us as much about Moore and his informants as it
does about the subjcct. Essentially, Moore presents Fitzgerald as a heroic,
romancic aristocrat, not a military man nor an atdent revolutionary. As Whelan
puts it, Firzgerald was ‘cleaned up ... for edifying Whig consumption’*’ The
reader gains little impression of the revolutionary atmosphere created by
Firzgerald in Kildare, which is clearly presented clsewhere, for example in the
diary of his radical sister Lucy®* This was exacerbated by the increasingly
mundane narure of Fitzgerald’s leceers to his mother, Emily, duchess of Leinster,
afrer 1794, though papers recently made available to the public should
facilitate a reappraisal of Fitzgerald’s activities in the 1790s.” Firzgerald’s
entrance info a panthcon of romantic nadonalist heroes at Moore’s hands
inspired a plethora of other inadequate biographies, including works by 1da
Taylor, John Lindsay and Patrick Byrne.* Valentine Lawless published his
Personal recollections in 1849, shordy before his death.™ It distanced him from
the revolutionary militancy of the United Trishmen in the 1790s. He claimed
to have raken the United Irish oath before it was ‘rendered illegal’, later being
unwittingly elected a member of the cxecutive directory (autumn 1797) of
which he atcended onc meeting in October 1797.% He stressed his role in
Kildares liberal political scene during 1797 and placed the genesis of the
rebellion in the intransigent blocking of constitutional opposition politics. On
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a personal level he blamed his two terms of imprisonment in the later 1790s
on his public anti-union stance and for good measure included a reprint of his
1797 anti-union pamphlet, Thoughts on the projected wnion berween Great
Britain and Ireland” Two years after his death, in 1853, W.J. Firzpatrick
produced a biography, which failed to uncover the extent of Cloncurrys
United Trish involvement (indeed this remains a problematic question) despite
the inclusion of much fresh material.® The process of romanticisation, most
clearly exhibited in the posthumous trearment of Lord Edward Fitzgerald,
obscures the political reality of Kildare’s United, Irish organisadon. One could
add furcher examples of the de-politicisation of leading Kildare radicals.
William Drummond’s edited Awuzobiography of Archibald Hamilton Rowan, first
published in 1840, six vear’s after its subject’s death, actively downplayed
Hamilton Rowan’s radicalism in the early 17905 Meanwhile Charles
Hamilton Tecling described the north Kildare rebel leader, William Aylmer, ‘at
the head of his invincible band; winning by his courage and his conduct che
admiration of hostile ranks’ ™

The image of the rebels in Kildare which emerged from most of the histories
discussed above, both at the leadership level and among the rank and file, was
one of ferocity rather than organisation, bravery rarher than political principle.
A similar presentation emerges from the pages of arguably the most important
history of the rebellion in Kildare: Pacrick O'Kelly's General bistory published
in 1842, In many senses O'Kelly’s work was a classic example of the rewrear
from radicalisim sympromatic of so many ex-rebel histories. The response to the
rebellion by many conservative former United Irishmen was to place the nising
in the context of military excesses and contingent factors rather than in the
United Irish organisation.

Patrick O’Kelly’s General history (1842)

Parrick (’Kelly was the only ex-rebel from Kildare who published a Full
account of the 1798 rebellion. "My father,” he wrote ar the starc of his General
history, Sylvester O'Kelly of Kilcoo, was one of the old tenanrry on the Leinster
estate, occupying two large farms, Kilcoo and Coolroe, which lie within a mile
or thercabouts of the town of Athy’.* As a young man he became involved in
the United Trishmen and ‘took my stand among cthe peopld’.”* During the
rebellion he participated in what he termed ‘two days of marching and
countermarching witch the Athy men” hefore playing a rather curious role in the
mass surrender of United Trishmien at Knockallen near Kilcullen.® He
succeeded o his facher's estace in 1803, bur left his brother John and his
mother in charge of the farms and emigrated with his wife and children to the
United States. According to his own testimony (¥ Kelly foanded a ‘flourishing
academy’ at Baltimore. On the death of his brocher John, O'Kelly retusned to
Ireland, hoping ro renew the leases on the family’s land. However, on 1 May
1825 the leases expired and were not renewed. Interestingly, O'Kelly pointed
out thar the duke of Leinster’s land agent, Harry Hamilton, had announced:
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‘Don’t send for the Colonel; he shall never get a perch of the Duke [of
Leinster]’s land”.” He emigrated later to France, where he raught languages at
Versailles for seven years. He returned o Ireland aroand 1832, and while ke
may have resided intermittendy in France, notably after the publicarion of the
Ceneral history in 1842, he remained largely in Dublin uneil his death on 11
July 1858.%

O'Kelly's most celebrated publication was vodoubtedly his translation of
Abbé MuacGeoghegan's Histoive de [Irlande, ancienne ar moderne, tivé des
monumens les plus authentiques, originally published in three volusmes in Parig
between 1758 and 1762, O'Kelly'’s edition first appeared in 1831 and quickly
went through mualtiple reprints and re-editions.” Vincenr Geoghegan has
argued that MacGeoghegan's text with its themes of ‘land, religion and national
integrity’ appealed to nineteenth century Irish nationalists. He suggesis chag
this was particularly perrinent to the construcrion of an Irish ‘conservative
radicalism’ given the collapse of the 1798 rebellion.” It is possible thar
O'Kelly’s interest in the work dertved in part from his own personal regrear
from the radicalism of the United Irishmen, so evident in his General history,
In 1853 O'Kelly published a continuation of MacGeoghegan’s Hismoire,
covering the period 1692 to 1855. In reality much of the text deals with the
years 1790-1803 (over 200 of the 384 pages). By way of introduction he
quoted from the conclusion to MacGeoghegan’s work, a passage that had
caused controversy during the initial publication of the Histoire for its apparent
anti-English and Jacobite vehemence.” O’Kelly made a similar statement in his
own introduction: ‘The estates of the Irish were lrerally robbed from them, 1o
satiate his [William of Orange] Dutch and English followers with the fortunes
of the Irush people. Their religion was trampled upon, thetr valiant defenders,
known to every ear as the Irish brigade, were forced 1o become exiles in a
foreign land. their privattons and wrongs have descended upon us ther
posterity’ .

O'Kelly's General history reimains one of the more obscure histories of the
1798 rebellion. The author was a relatively minor figure from a regton which
produced an ineffecinal mobilisation in 1798, Works by mere prominent ex-
rebels (Charles Hamilton Teeling, Thomas Cloney, Edward Hay or Joseph
Hott) had already appearcd. Moreaver, the General bistory was published it the
same year as the first valumes of R.R. Maddens popular The United Irishmen:
their lives and times in 1842, The rebellion in Kildare portraved by O’Kelly was
a poorly led, spontancous and disorganised revolr, bur was nonetheless heroic.
He had o acknowledge the exisience of a strong United Irish arganisation bue
stressed the level of pre-rebellion establishment violence as the key contriburing
factor to the outbreak, which he describes as follows: “The opening of the
rehellion in all its horrifving shapes devolved upon the county of Kildare moze
from chance than design ... thete was an exemption for thar county not to take
the field so soon as the other counties and cities of the kingdom, in
consequence of the commander and chicf Lord Edward, and many others, who
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had been clected by their respective baronics to command the Uniced Irish
army [having been arrested].” Thus Michacl Reynolds of Johnstown in
attacking Naas on 24 May ‘acted soley from himself” and the rebellion in
Properous was the result of the ‘ryrannical sway of Caprain Swavne'.™
Throughout his account O Kelly stressed the reactive nature of the rebellion
carried out by a ‘brave and dauntless peasancry’.

In common with the histories of many other former rebels, O'Kelly's was a
personal and political apologia. Following the failure of the United Irishmen,
including O’Kelly, to mounr an attack on Athy between 24 and 26 May 1798,
O’Kelly tells us that he was deputed to make contace wich rebels encamped at
Knockallen ourside Kilcullen. The camp had already sued for peace with
General Dundas and (O'Kelly’s mission was probably connected to the plans at
the government commander ac Athy, Colonel Campbell, to march his force
nerth, to subdue the rebels.”* O'Kelly was involved in the surrender that was
duly concluded at Knockalien on 28 May. No other historian (not even the
derailed Musgrave) mentious his rolc in the episode but it would surely have
been a curious storv to fabricate.” His claim to have been ‘in his 17¢h year
certainly appears to have been bogus, probably an attem pr to excuse his United
lrish accivitics th rough immarurity. The combined evidence of cemctery
records and an obituary notice in the Freeman’ Journal suggesc he was berween
22 and 25 in 1798 O'Kelly suggested furrher that he had received a
promotion within the United Irish army (Calonel} in conjuncrion with the
specific cask of canciuding the surrender at Knackallen, This was quire clearly
an attempe at vindication and possibly related to the loss of his family lands in
1825 ("Don't send for the Colonel’).* He claimed that he “remained tranquilly
at home™ after the Knockallen sureender and his knowledge of events in the
north Kildarc area is certainly sketchy, However his camment that one of those
to fight in the vici nity of Timahoc was ‘eminent for his classical effusions, [and]
frequently quoted lines from a lyrical poet’, a device which O'Kelly repeatedly
used in his own work, is quite possibiy a reference to himself.™ O'Kelly's history
of the 1798 rebellion in Kildare was an arcempt at personal and gencral
vindication. Irs publication was probably linked to his actempts o re-establish
himselfin [reland from the 1830s. He never adequarcly explained his depavoure
from Ireland in 1803 and he veiled his United lrish involvement, nocably
behind the role of peacemaker at Knockallen. His rerreat from militanr
tepublicanism is plainly reflected in the General hisiory.

Alternative Interpretations: Reynolds and Duggan

The sectarian and reactive models of interpretation vt 1798 in Kildare (and
elsewhere) came to dominate the historiography of the subject during the carly
nineteenth century. But from the early and mid-nincteenth century 2 number
of writers began to provide alternative narracives of the 1790s and che rebellion
in Kildare, however these were frequently overlooked as too compromised or
t00 localised to be of sertous historical value. Moreover, the fact chat they failed
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to fit neatly into cither of the dominant historiographical camps ensured thar
they were sidelined. Accounts produced by Thomas Reynolds and Bernard
Duggan werc considered highly unreliable because of their activities a5
government informers. While Patrick O'Kelly was concerned to re-package his
part within the United Irishmen, and their role within the rebellion as a whole,
Reynolds and Duggan had no need ro so. In fact, their involvement in the
Unired Irish organisation and the rebellion indicared rheir importance, and in
Duggan’s case assisted his attempts to ingratiate himself with nationalist
sympathisers. Meanwhile, the apparently neutral accounts of three Quakers,
the celebrated Mary Leadbeater, her brother Abraham Shackleton and the
more obscure Elizaberh Pim provided highly personal but extremely localised
versions of events, which outlined their difficulties in mainraining their pacifise
convictions.”

The life of Thomas Reynolds (the subject died in 1836) was written by his son,
also named Thomas, and published in 1839, The work tells us lictle about the
rebellion, bur is particularly informarive on the Kildare United Irishmen in the
vears before 1798. Reynolds, a Dublin silk manufacrurer, had been involved in
the Catholic agiradon of the carly 1790s. Despite siding with the conservative
facrion of cthe Catholic movement during rhe remporary split in 1792, he was
clected to the Catholic Convendon or Back Lane parltament later in the same
vear. In early 1797 he became a member of the United Irish organisation. His
son later unconvincingly claimed thar Reynolds believed that the society was
primarily constitutio nal, its avowed aims, Catholic emancipation and
parliamentary reform. Later claims that Reynolds had intentionally infiltrated
the Unired Trishmen for financial reward are inconclusive. It is more likely thar
he became involved from a viewpoint of social mobility, wich licde
commitment to radical poliues (or milirancy). Ac a number of Dublin
meetings he quickly realised the level of violent republicanism involved, and
informally disassociated himself from the group.™

Towards the end of 1797 Reynolds was granted possession of Kilkea Castle
in south Kildare by the Leinster family. In November of the same vear he was
approached by Lord Edward Fiezgerald who asked Reynolds to replace him as
Colonel of the United Irishmen of the barony of Kilkea and Moone, o which
Reynolds agreed. Reynolds appears to have viewed the approach as a dangerous
invitation to social prestige in his new locality, one he could hardly refuse given
its origin. He rosc quickly in the United Irish ranks in the county and by
February 1798 atended a county mceting where he was appointed county
treasurer and thereby a delegate to the Leinster provincial of the Unired
Trishmen.” It was at this point, claimed his son, that Reynolds began ro have
serious doubts about his new role, given a growing awarencss of developing
United Trish militancy, and he started to pass informarion to government via
an acquaintance named William Cope. Most spectacularly, this resulted in the
arrest of most of the Leinster provincial delegates who assembled ac Oliver
Bonds house in Dublin on 12 March 1798, Reynolds anonymity was blown
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in May 1798 when his house was frec-quartered by an unsuspecting military
force, which eventually artested him, forcing him to reveal himself as the Bond
informant.” Unlike other 1798 informers, Revnalds agrecd to testify in open
courtand his evidence was crucial in securing capiral convicrions against Oliver
Bond, John McCann and William Michacl Byrne.” In hindsighe Firzgerald’s
approach was 1 massive tactcal creor made from a viewpoint of expediency.
Reynolds had proved neither his abilitics as a radical politician nor a militant
revoludonary.

Reynold’s son's biography was intended as an apologia designed to clear his
father’s tarnished reputation. However, it was the traitorous image prescnted
later, in the work of R.R. Madden and W.J. Firzparrick, which endured.” The
fact thac the apparently financially stretched Reynolds was handsomely
tewarded for his services (though he viewed an official appoinement as British
consul to Iceland in 1817 as a dubious honour) secemed to discount his son’s
information or the facr thar he had not initially set ourt tw infilerate the Unired
Irishmen. His son went to grear lengths, agaim unconvincingly, to prove his
father was in a stable financial position and thercfore in no need of government
support.” In his son’s Life the threatening existence of a powerful United Irish
organisation proved the necessity of Thomas Reynolds’ betrayal. Thereforc his
son had no need to distance his subject from or downplay the level of radical
politics. A strong Unired Irish force, discussing realistic plans for rebellion,
with or without the French, emerges from the biography. In Kildare, the role
of Lord Edward Fitzgerald was crucial, connected with figures like Michael
Beynolds, Matthew Kenna, Malachi Delany and George Cummins. More
importantly, Reynolds connected a more articulate, influential and affluent
group of liberals including Daniel Caulfield, John Esmonde, Maurice
Kcatinge, Thomas Fitzgerald, Charles Lumm and Thomas Wogan Browne o
the United Irishmen. OF course, it could be argued thac the biography is an
&xaggeration in retrospect. However, Reynolds had personally presented an
even stronger and more dangerous impression of the United Irishmen n
!(ildare during information given ro the Privy Council in May 1798.7 It ts not
Intended to suggest that Reynolds was a thoroughly reliable source. simply that
he had no need to conceal his United irish involvement. In his doomed
portrayal of his father as ‘Irish saviour” not ‘Trish traitor” Thomas Reynolds
Junior presents the Kildare Unired Irishmen as a suongly organised, well-led
movement, prepating for insurrecrion — in statk contrast ro the brave but
doomed eebels depicred by O’'Kelly.

Of course the informarion supplied by Reynolds docs net relate to the
rebellion bur to its genesis. The lictle-known Prosperous participant Bernard
Duggan wrote the only published account of the rebellion by a former Kildare
tebel, other than Parrick O'Kelly, in the mid-nineteenth century. Two
narratives composed by Duggan survive. The most substantial was written for
RR. Madden in 1838 and published in his The United Irishmen: their lives and

Bmes in 1846.”% A second narrarive was prepared for John Cornelius
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O’Callaghan in the carly 1840s and published by W.J. Fitzpatrick in The sham
squire. The lacter deals exclusively with the 1803 rising and its aftrermath.”
Duggan was born in County Tyrone, six miles from the Armagh border, in
1774 During the 1790s he was involved in cotron manufacturing in
Prosperous where he participated in the rebellion 10 1798, He was fater
involved c¢losely in Robert Emmert’s plans for insurrection in 1803. He eluded
capture after the abortive rising that took place, but was finally taken in Dublin
in February 1805 He was relcased from prison on 12 July 1806.% When
Madden received Duggan's account he initially considered him “a man of the
very stamp of [William Putnam] McCabe™, buc he learned later thar Duggan
had been an informer in the pay of Major Sirr since at least 1819.% In facy,
Fiezpatrick claimed in The sham squire chat Duggan, ‘a master of duphicity’, had
been exposed as an informer by Sir John Gray in the early 1840s. Gray had
discovered voluminous correspondence from Duggan to Major Sirr (among
papers in the possession of Sirr's son, Revd Joseph Darcy Sirr) including a
receipr daring from 1806 which suggests Duggan was released on condition
that he provide information to government.™ Duggan’s accounts were
undoubtedly designed to ingratiate him, as a brave old parriot, with ninetcenth
century political activists, particularly those who wished 1o resurrect the
memory of 1798. In common with Reynolds he actively acknowledged his own
imporaance and had na reason to downplay his role within the Unired
Irishmen in 1798.

While Duggan's account is narrowly local, ics general chrust is imporranc, He
stated char the rising which commenced at Prosperous on 24 May 1798 was
the resule of an order from ‘the Untted men’s committee not a spontancous
reaction; John FEsmonde was ‘commanding gencral over the people’ not a man
motivared simply by the plighe of his neighbours. In fact, when specifically
asked abour Cox’s ardele (discussed above) Duggan denicd thar Swayne had
used picchcapping in Prosperous, though he had certainly flogged suspects to
cxrract informarion, burned houses and made a number of arrcsts®
Unfortunately Duggan inexplicably glossed over the events ar Timahoe during
June and July 1798, While he made litde atempe ta analyse the underlying
motivation for the events of 1798 or 1803, the rising in Prosperous which he
portrayed was more organised chan the reactive revolr of O'Keliy.”

Alternative Interpretations: Quaker Accounts

While the reputations of Reynolds and Duggan were certainly compronused,
the accounts of the Quakers Mary Leadbeater, Abrabam Shackleron and
Flizabeeh Pim appear 0 be those of neutral observers.™ Leadbearer’s accounts
of the evencs in the small Quaker village of Ballitore were not published unil
1862, as the Annals of Ballitore, part of The Leadbeater papers’ Kevin O'Neill
has argued chat Leadbeater 1s best understood as a ‘peaceful rebel’. In general,
her religious viewpoint lenr a natural sympathy towards lace eighteenth century
[rish republicanism. Specific examples, such as her relationship with the United
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Iiish activist Malachi Delany, indicate an attraction ta radical polities. O’ Neill
has concluded thar Leadbearer’s activities during the 1790s ‘provide evidence of
afar deeper engagement with the revolurionary pofitics of the 1790s than other
sources would lead us to suspect from a woman in a small liish village' ™" As he
notes, however, her commitred, religion-based pacifism informed her view of
the rebellion as a disastrous event. Leadbeater’s account af the rebeltion reveals
the confusion, panic and horror, which it unlcashed. She was in an
advansageous position to record the activities of the United Trishmen who used
Ballitore as a temporary base from 24 May (under Malachi Delany, whom she
cffectively exoneraces) until it was teraken by government forces three days
hater. Some Quaker property was destroyed and Mary's family was personally
threatened, but she made no attempt to cast the rebellian as a sectarian affair,
recording the excesses perpetrated by both sides. For instance, the killings of
Squire Yeates, a Yeoman, by the rebels, and Frank Johnson, possibly a United
Itishman, by government troops, are bath derailed.” [n this sense Leadbeater
provides a valuable, human and, pethaps, as neutral an account as possible of
the events of 1798.

Mary Leadbeater’s brother, Abraham Shackleton, who had taken charge of
the school in Ballitore in 1779, also produced a short account of the events of
1798, which appeated anonymously in Thomas Hancock’s The principles of
Peace 1n 1826.” Shackleron outined his attempts to pacify the rebels, protect
the villagers who sought sancruary in his home and inteevene in potentially
dangetous situations, resulting in his semi-official role as an intermediary
between the United Irish tcbels and che government forces at Athy under
Colonel Camphell. He indicated that the re-occupation of the village resulted
in as much destruction as had been perperrated by rthe rebels. Shaclderon
daimed to have commented in 2 contemporary letter to Colonel Carapbell: ‘Tt
ts said, that they had formed a conspiracy for general massacre: no such
disposition was apparent the two days thar we of this town were entirely in
their power ... AS. believes thar no such conspiracy exists, and that it is
concerved only in the fears of men of property, who are alarmed at thoughts of
losing ji’."

A second Quaker woman, Elizabeth Pim, recorded her expertences of the
rebellion in Rathangan. Unforrunately we know very licde abour Pims life, not
do we know when the account was written. Elizabeth Pim was martied in or
before 1798 co William Pim. The accounr was prohably written in the earty to
mid-ninetcenth century, when the author was ‘in her ninety first year.”
Elizabeth Pim was certainly related 1o Robert Goodbody who recorded his own
expenences of the rebellion in his unpublished aurobiography written in 1855.
Goodbody's account provides some corroborating evidence for Pim's. For
mstance Goodbody records how one Robert Woodcock was shielded from
government soldiers by ‘Eliza Piny, almost certainly the author, who wecounts a
similar scenario.”™ The passage of time between the events deratted and ther
recording must cast sonte doubt on the reliability of Pim’s accoun, particularly
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since the dares recorded appear to be confuscd and inaccurare. Indeed, Pims
narrative is much shorter than thar of Mary Leadbeater. Like Ballitore, the
United Irishmen occupicd Rachangan, in this casc under the leadership of John
Doorly (curiously Pim does not mention him) during the first weele of the
rebetlion, from the morning of 26 May to 28 May.” Pim stressed the difficulties
in maintaining Quaker ncutrality, cthough her own family pointedty refused ta
leave the town when the regular forces rewreared, or to enter a protective
garrisort. She recorded the murder of nineteen Protestants by the rebels when
they took the town, remarking that: “Those who went out of the garrison being
Protestants were murdered’.™ [n general the Pims were not scriously threatened
hy the United Irish occupation, though Elizabeth creaces the impression of a
disorganised, and indeed inroxicated, rebet presence reflective of the tact that
they had achieved their shore term objectives.” In common with the experience
at Balliwore, the re-occupartion was accompanied by a period of panic-stricken
vandalism on the part of rank and fite soldiers who seriously wounded Robert
Woodcock, one of the Pim's apprentices. To the soldicrs Elizabeth Pim described
her family as: ‘not rebels but prisoners in our own houses.™ In general,
Etizabeth Pim had less sympathy for the United Irish cause than Mary
Leadbeater. She makes no attcempe to account for the rebellion, though she
clearly ilustrates the violence unleashed by both sides during the conflict.

Modern Interpretations

While the testimonies of Reynolds, Duggan, Leadbeater, Shackleton and Pim
suggested thac Kildarcs rebellion was not the sceearian plot of Musgrave or the
prowective rising of O’Kelly, nonc managcd to produce a sustained account of the
entire rebellion. The most prominent nincteenth century debunking of the
‘reactive ebeltion’, outlined in Miles Byme's Memoirs, published in 1863, was
strongly rejected by the key hiscory of 1798 writeen in the lace 1800s, by Father
Parrick Kavanagh. Byrne’s presentation of a non-sectarian rebellion inspired by a
well organised scerer sociery proved deeply subversive given the nature of the
Fenian organisacion in the Irish political landscape of the [860s. Therefore, it has
been argued thar Kavanagh's work, which first appeared in 1870 and reached a
fourth cdition by the centenary anniversary of the rebellion in 1898, sought to
eschew the moral acceprability of a secret revolutionary movement in favour of
Catholic leadership. He presents the rising as the reaction of a ‘defenceless people’
to barbaric religious persecution in which Facher John Murphy played the central
heroic role. Kavanagh's account atso concentrated on the Wexford theatre of
events (which occupics 217 of the 288 pages in the 1898 editon), chus
downplaying cvents on a national scale. If Kevin Whelan is correct in arguing
that Kavanagh's ‘perspective dominated the interpretation of 1798 both in the
tead up to the centenary and in the creation of the new state ieself” chen his work
was pivotal." Kavanagh's presentation of events in Kitdare relies atmost entirely
on previously published material and most of it consists of a lengthy verbadm
quotation from O'Kelly’s General history.'" O’ Kelly's presentation ot a reactive
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rebellion suited Kavanagh's overall interpretation with its implicit rejection of
Fenianism. Thus, through Kavanagh, it was O'Kelly's analysis which emerged as
the dominant one during the late nineteenth century and well into the twenticth
century, as evidenced by the writings of two Kildare priests on the rebellion in
the county: Seosamh O’Muirthuile and Peadar MacSuibhne."” O’ Muirthuile’s
work on the rising in Kildare was setfalised in the Irish language magazine Feasta
during 1948 and 1949 and a short bi-lingual version of his work was published
by the National Graves Association in 1948 to mark the one hundred and fiftieth
anniversary of the rebellion. The articles published in Feasta examined the origins
of the rebellion in the Defenders and rhe United lrishmen. The account of the
rebellion was based on local tradition as well as some primary and secondary
sources, bur the author failed to move beyond the interpretations of O'Kelly.
O'Muirthuile viewed rthe rising as a ‘heroic failure’ which ‘no Kildare man need
ever be ashamed of”.'" He concluded: ‘Tt is not because they fanned the flame
thar we praise them, but because they kept the fight up for two long months
longer than in any other county except the mountains of Wicklow."

Peadar MacSuibhne’s Kildare in 98 was, according to the author, intended as
an intetim history of 1798 in Kildare."” He carefully noted the inherent bias
present in Pacrick O’Kelly's history of the rebellion (not least at a personal level),
but nonetheless concluded thar it remained the ‘most satisfactory account we
have of the rising in Kildare and the adjoining counties’.** MacSuibhne’s work is
less a narrative of the rebellion in the county than a series of narratives organised
by geographical location, horrowing extensively from Musgrave, O’Kelly and
O'Muirthuile, as well as Thomas Pakenham's The year of liberty: the great Irish
rebellion of 1798 (London, 1969), with no attempt ta present an overall analysis.
It is worth noting thar MacSuibhne included a substantial amount of important
folk memory of the rebeflion, collected by the author in Kildare.

Conclusion

Despite the alternative accounts produced by Reynolds, Duggan and Quaker
sources, it was the rebellion of O'Kelly viewed through the prism of Kavanagh,
O’Muirthuile and MacSuibhne, that came to dominate Kildare's
historiography of 1798. This interpretation consciously rejected rhe sectarian
perspective offered by Musgrave and others. Clearly, there were a number of
sectarian murdets in the course of the rebellion in Kildare, including the
killings of Brewer and Sramer at Prosperous, James Spencer at Rathangan and
George Crawford and his granddaughter at Kildare rown, but rhis does not
justify describing the entire rebellion in Kildare as ‘secrarian’. Such incidents
could also be explained in terms of loss of discipline and authority in the
United Trish army. While it would be misteading to ignore the potency of
sectarianism in late eighteenth century Ireland, the 1798 rehellion in Kildare
Was not a religious inspired pogrom. Ultimately, a monocausal sectartan
terpretation fails to explain the geographical breadth of the rebellion. Clearly,
the Unired Irish army in Kildare was largely Catholic, bur this simply reflected

453



Liam Chambers

the religious composition of the county. Many of the envisaged leaders were in
fact Protestant, most notably Lord Edward Fitzgerald, Valentine Lawless,
Maurice Kearinge, Charles Lumm and Thomas Wogan Browne, though they
had been arrested or placed under close observation prior to 24 May.™ Lady
Louisa Conolly, who had actively campaigned against Defenderism jp
Celbridge, and had watched hundreds of rebels quietly cross her lawn gt
Castletown in the carly days of the rising, commented in June 1798; “This
business is too deep for a political head as mine ro judge of bur I still think jt
does not proceed from a religious cause...”"”

If Musgrave and orhers had difticulty in welding the tebellion in Kildare 1o
a sectarian plot, clearly O'Kelly and other rebel apologists had a similar
problem in proving their case. Unlike Wexford, Kildarc was openly recognised
as a strong United Irish county with a well-organised rebel army. The reactive
analysis, a rising forced on a suffering people by an undisciplined mifitary, ag
enunciared by O’Kelly, is no more convincing than the sectarian. The extent of
Caprain Swayne’s barbarity in the Prosperous area might explain the ferocity of
the rising there but this does not explain why the equally brutalised region
around Arhy hesitated and failed. It is important to note thar the areas where
the Unired Irishmen were weakest: Carbery barony (whichk had beep
proclaimed under the terms of the draconian Insurrectton Act in May 1797,
thereby placing it under virrual martial law}, Kilkea and Moone barony and
West Narragh and Rheban barony, witnessed the most ineffectual rebef activity
in the counry. The c¢rucial difference berween Athy (or Castledermor) and
Prosperous was that in the former the structures of the Unieed Irish
organisation had been decimated by the information supplied by Thomas
Reynolds, and those artested on that information, while in the latter the
leadership remained intact, albeir under extreme pressure. To take another
example, in the arca around Kildare town the initial hesitancy of the rebels is
best explained by the loss of its barontal representatives, George Cummins and
Lord Edward Fitzgerald, placing the next in command, the more unreliable
Roger McGarry, in control. It was shared membership of the United Irishmen
that linked feaders such as Michael Reynolds (Naas), John Esmonde
(Prosperous), John Doorly (Rathangan), Roger McGarry (Kildare town) and
Malachi Delany (Narraghmore and Ballitore) with the rank and file
participants in the rebellion. ln other words, the rebellion was more than a
simple backlash against milirary excesses during the spring of 1798.

Rejection of the sectarian and reactive models of interpreration, and an
alternative emphasis an the military and political organisation of the United
Irishmeit, is not new. Marginaliscd writers in the ninerecnth century made a
similar case. Quakers like Mary Leadbeater refused to sec the rebellion in
simple secrarian terms.'"" Thomas Reynoldss son rcjected the apologeric
intecpretation offered by ex-rebels to excuse their culpability and instead
emphasised die strength of the United Irishmen in Kildare. To re-emphasise
the importance of the Unired Irishmen is not to suggest that individual rebels
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participated only for political ideals; social opportunism, personal venderra,
teligious hatred or a simple spirit of adventure undoubredly motivated some.
But ic is important to recognise why the United lrishmen were disconnected
from the rebellion in the nineteenth and twentieth centurics by authors such
as O'Kelly. Future work on the social memory of rehellion in Kildare will, no
doubr, provide further insights on the process of remembering the rebellion
(and, indeed, forgetting it) in the county. More recently, historians have once
again highlighted the role of the United Irishmen in the period 1791 1o 1803,
By rejecting the self-serving sectarian and reactive explanations, this will,
hopefully, permit the emergence of a more nuanced and multi-causal analysts

of the rebellion.
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