Thomas Davis, Poet and Patriot

A Centenary Tribute

.  .  .  .  .  .

‘That chainless wave and lovely land

Freedom and nationhood demand –

 Be sure the great God never planned

    For slumbering slaves a home so grand.’
Thomas Davis is one of the great outstanding figures in our country’s  story. Unlike Robert Emmet and Lord Edward he was not a spectacular actor on the stage of Irish history; he was not identified with great battles won or lost, as was Sarsfield, Owen Roe, or Hugh O’Neill, nor is his name, like Grattan and O'Connell associated with memorable legislative victories. As a popular hero he does not loom so large in the imaginations of the Irish masses as do these great men, but it is true to say that no individual did so much to mould the minds of Irishmen of his own generation or to leave his impress so strongly upon the succeeding one.

Through his maternal side Davis was a descendant, as was Robert Emmet, of one of those planters brought over to this country by Cromwell. His father, a Welshman, was an army doctor who died some months before the birth of the young Thomas at Mallow in October, 1814. Both his parents were Protestants and he was brought up, as he himself said, in the political and religious doctrines of the hereditary enemies of Ireland. His early life was surrounded by influences that little tended to develop a genuine Irish outlook or to nourish that passionate love for his country which dominated his maturer years.

Ere he was yet seventeen years old he entered Trinity College where he quickly gave evidence of great intellectual qualities. He studied law, won numerous academic honours and distinctions, and in 1836, at the age of twenty-two, was called to the Bar.

But he gave little attention to his profession; literary work was to him more congenial and attractive. He contributed to several newspapers and magazines and became editor of a Dublin Daily. He continued his scholarly pursuits and was particularly interested in historical and antiquarian studies, acquiring membership of the Royal Irish Academy and similar institutions. He widened his knowledge by a tour through Europe which gave him opportunities to become acquainted, among other matters, with Continental social  and legislative systems.

Davis was imbued with an intense hatred of tyranny and oppression in whatever guise it showed itself or from whatever quarter it emanated, and he was filled with admiration for the great Liberator who had broken down an insolent Ascendancy, who had intimidated the conqueror of Napoleon and who had raised up seven millions of his Irish fellow Catholics from the servitude and degradation of centuries.

In 1841 he joined O'Connell’s Repeal Association of which he became an active member. Like many of the younger and more intellectual of O'Connell’s followers, while supporting and assisting the Liberator he wished to make the National organisation more broad-based, to see it divested of the suspicion of sectarianism with which many timid Protestants regarded it; and to attract to its ranks those who by training or tradition had hitherto been unsympathetic or who had held coldly aloof.

O'Connell worked upon the emotions of the great masses of his countrymen; Davis would appeal to their intellect and to their patriotism. But he was no orator. He lacked the qualities of the successful demagogue. His physical appearance was unimpressive, and that aggressivness, sarcasm, ridicule and those kindred qualities that public speakers often so effectively employ, were foreign to his gentle, tolerant, kindly nature. It was by the might of the pen rather than by exhortations in the forum that he must reach and capture men’s minds.

He Preaches a Wider Nationality.

Among the young men who joined the Repeal Association about the same time as Davis were two particular friends of his, John Blake Dillon and Charles Gavan Duffy. These had equally with Davis a devoted love for their native land and an ardent desire to serve her. All three were men of great literary ability. After many conferences and discussions they determined to start a weekly journal to preach a generous and lofty Nationality, indifferent to party or class or sect. They aspired to foster an intense and passionate love of native land which would ennoble their countrymen and win for them the admiration of the world. Their aim was a Nationality through which every Irishman should pride in his country and labour to make it ‘great, glorious and free.’

To achieve this object it was necessary to reconcile conflicting loyalties, to allay the bitterness of old animosities, to remove long-standing prejudices and to disarm the distrusts bred of centuries of antagonism.

This was a rather formidable undertaking. However worthy an ambition it was one that, in the social condition of Ireland at the time, might well daunt the stoutest hearts. But thoroughly realising the nature of their task, these three young men, the Protestant Davis and his two Catholic friends, did not shrink from its inherent difficulties.

Davis was the impelling force behind the new venture. His was the mind that had conceived and planned its policy and his was the ever-active tireless brain whose genius was responsible for its success. He gathered around him a band of cultured, brilliant writers, gifted men and women animated by selfless patriotic fervour. But he was himself their soul and centre. His personal contributions dominated the columns of ‘The Nation’ and gave the keynote to its tone. With the issue of its first number in October, 1842, it caught on immediately, and week by week its popularity grew until its circulation extended to every corner of the island. It was read by all classes, its crusade of vigorous articles and fiery soul-stirring ballads carrying an irresistible appeal that reached and thrilled the hearts of the multitude and brought even those, out of sympathy with its teachings under the spell of its influence.

Davis as a Poet.

Davis was twenty-eight years of age when the first issue of The Nation appeared. Up to that time he had never written any poetry, he was not even conscious of possessing any poetic gifts. It was only when he realised, through his connection with The Nation, what a potent agency rousing lyrics and stirring ballads would prove for his purpose that he turned his attention to their cultivation. His hitherto unexplored and unsuspected poetic resources readily yielded up their wealth and it was not long until his weekly ballad became one of the most attractive features of The Nation, striking new chords and awakening new enthusiasms.

‘Give me the making of a people’s ballads and I care not who makes their laws’ is perhaps a trite saying. In its literal sense it may not find very general acceptance but it is at least an assertion of the power of ballad-poetry to create and nourish a national spirit. And of all our Irish writers there is none whose songs more closely accord with the conceptions expressed in this aphorism than those of Davis. They breathe intolerance of tyranny and defiance of oppression, they evoke passionate love of freedom and beget patriotic purpose, all of which will outlive the malignity of every little brief authority in its passing day of power.

‘But long as on our country lies

The Anglo-Norman yoke

Their tyranny we’ll stigmatise 

And God’s revenge invoke.


.  .  .  .  .  .

We’ll cross oppression it its course

And die – or all our rights enforce

On battle field.’


.  .  .  .  .  . 

‘And ‘tis for this we think and toil and knowledge


strive to glean

That we may pull the English red below the Irish


green,

And leave our sons sweet liberty and smiling 


Plenty spread

Above the land once dark with blood – the Green


above the Red.’


.  .  .  .  .  . 


Though the National Apostolate of Davis did not really commence until the founding of The Nation, even his youthful mind was filled with those visions to which in later years he gave such eloquent expression. Writing of himself he says:

‘When boyhood’s fire was in my blood

I read of ancient freemen

For Greece and Rome where proudly stood – 

Three hundred men and three men.

And then I prayed I yet might see

Our fetters rent in twain

And Ireland, long a province, be 

A Nation once again.’
The Nation he envisaged and the Nationality he postulated would not exclude a single Irishman who looked on Ireland as his native land. Those elements of the people who were separated from the great bulk of their countrymen by religious differences or social inequalities he cordially invited into the ranks of a united Ireland, and he promised them a hearty welcome. Thus:

‘In fortune and in fame we’re bound


By stronger links than steel

And neither can be safe or sound


But in the other’s weal.

Then start not, Irish-born man,


If you’re to Ireland true.

We heed not blood, nor creed, nor clan – 


We’ve hearts and hands for you.’
Even to the Orangemen of the North he held out friendly hands across the Boyne, he urged them to break once and for all with the past, to bury the religious rancour of generations, and to stand in with the rest of their country-men beneath the blended banners of Orange and Green. Concerning their ‘glorious, pious and immortal’ memories he remarked:

‘Rusty the swords our fathers unsheathed,

William and James are turned to clay.

.
   .
  .
 .
.


Boyne’s old water


Red with slaughter

Now is as pure as an infant at play.


So in our souls


Its history rolls

And Orange and Green will carry the day.’
As a union of Orange and Green was then, of all things else, anathema to the English, it is no wonder the London Times described the songs of The Nation as far more dangerous than the speeches of O'Connell.

Some poems of Davis were hurriedly written in occasional half-hours snatched from the rush of a busy day. They do not generally display the poetic art, the grace or finish of the Melodies. They may not have the same sweetness or lyrical charm, but they are pregnant with a fire and force and passion that appeal more strongly to Irish sentiment and stir more deeply the Irish heart. And for the past one hundred years their ringing choruses have been resounding throughout the world from every spot where the scattered sons and daughters of Ireland have socially foregathered.

Davis’s Essays.

But, as Mitchel put it, his poetry was only a fragment of the man. It was only one of the many means Davis employed to elevate and ennoble Irish character and to foster a truer nationality. In his Essays, which are numerous and varied, he recalls the civilisation of ancient Ireland, its hospitality, its piety, its Christian Apostolate; he prides in its bards and harpers who he says sang poetry as gallant and fiery as the Homeric ballad singers, and who flung off a music which Greece never rivalled; he extols the bravery of the Irish soldier abroad and defends his failure at home; he condemns the neglect of our national monuments, our ruined religious and historical buildings, our cairns, cromlechs and ogham stones; he rejoices that Ireland can boast of great artists but regrets the sources of their inspiration – so little drawn from Irish subjects; he sees in the misfortunes of Ireland, in her laurelled martyrs and in the palms that deck her bravest, on the scaffold and in the lost battle, the assurance of her great future destiny; and, in the name of Ireland, he proclaims to England, and to all whom it may concern, that Ireland shall be a Nation.

  ‘He saw,’ says a commentator, ‘that the surest way to induce a nation to rise to higher levels was to imbue them with the idea that they had already accomplished much. Thus in all his essays he lays stress upon what has been achieved by Irishmen; and he seeks to point out to them the many tasks that still remain to be undertaken or perfected.’

His Appreciation of the Irish Language.

Davis was a pronounced and outspoken advocate of the Irish language – and at a time, too, when few public men went far to encourage its use or cultivation. O'Connell, though a native speaker, more or less frowned upon it.

Dr. Douglas Hyde, in an article on the Irish language (written some twenty years ago), referring to the Young Irelanders, states: 

‘The Young Irelanders . . . . . a national and popular body, never gave any sign of any desire to do anything for the language, except the chivalrous Davis – and he did not know it.’

Though Davis did not speak the Irish language, no one could have a greater appreciation of its value and of its necessity as a vital part of the nation’s life.  ‘The language of a nation’s youth,’ he wrote, ‘is the only easy and full speech for its manhood and for its age.’   And again, ‘Is it befitting the fiery delicate-organed Celt to abandon his beautiful tongue . . . . .this wild liquid speech, for the mongrel of a hundred breeds called English?’

‘A people without a language of its own,’ he asserts, ‘is only half a nation. A nation should guard its language more than its territories – ‘tis  a surer barrier and more important frontier than fortress or river.’ 

To lose one’s native tongue and learn that of an alien he pronounces the worst badge of conquest – the chain of the soul. As if in answer to modern pleas for the utilitarian and commercial values of English, he declares’

‘Nothing can make us believe that it is natural or honourable for the Irish to speak the speech of the alien. . . . . and to abandon the language of their kings and heroes.’   And he was ever hopefully turning his eyes to brighter days that must surely come, ‘when the green flag shall wave on our towers and the sweet old language be heard once more in college, mart and senate.’

The gospel of Nationality as enunciated by Davis made notable converts in different quarters. Many who were outside the national fold and had been indifferent or hostile to national effort were won over by him. William Smith O'Brien, whose early affiliations were with the landlord and aristocratic class, a direct descendant of Brian Boru and one of the leading noblemen of Munster, shed his Imperial prepossessions and threw himself into the national movement with an effect that is well known.  ‘It is very safe to say,’ wrote Mitchel, ‘that to the personal influence of Davis, to the grandeur of his aims, to his noble tolerance, to his impassioned zeal and the loving trust which all generous natures were constrained to place in him, that the Association was indebted, not for O'Brien only but for Dillon, Mac Nevin, Meagher, O'Gorman, Martin and Reilly.’

Men and women who from their birth had been steeped in anti-Irish prejudices rose above their environment on hearing Davis’s message; in fact many, like ‘Speranza’ and ‘Finola,’ the Nation songwriters, were afterwards numbered amongst the most enthusiastic advocates of Irish freedom. Even in the citadel of the Ascendancy, in the sanctuary of old Trinity itself, his call was heard and generously responded to by great men like John Kells Ingram, the author of Who fears to speak of Ninety-Eight.
Davis’s friend and colleague, Duffy, said of him that he ‘controlled all who came within range of his influence without aiming to lead or dominate.  .  .  . . He not only never claimed any recognition or reward but discouraged allusions to his services by those who knew him best.’

The same writer says elsewhere: ‘Davis was our true leader. Not only had nature endowed him more liberally but he loved labour better and his mind had traversed regions of thought and wrestled with problems still unfamiliar to his confederates.’

His Death

‘Those whom the gods love die young.’   In the noonday of his life and in the vigour of health he was struck down by an attack of scarlet fever, and after a short illness died at his residence, Lower Baggott Street, Dublin, on September 16th, 1845.

There was widespread sorrow when the news of his death was flashed through the country. The tragic tidings were so wholly unexpected that the people were stunned, bewildered. His taking away was felt to be an irreparable public loss, while to every one of his immediate friends it was an intense personal bereavement. By his death the Young Irelanders lost the Chief to whom they all looked up with affection, devotion, and loyalty. Davis exercised  a great cohesive power within the Party, not by any form of severe discipline or by the compulsion of written or unwritten pledges but by his commanding intellect, by his dominating force of character and by his unrivalled faculty for swaying the hearts as well as the minds of men. Other noble and distinguished Irishmen there were in the party but none to fill the place vacated by the premature death of the revered young leader. He was the ‘noblest Roman of them all’ and to him might well be applied his own words in his elegy on Owen Roe,

‘The rudder of our ship was he.

Our castle’s corner stone.’
He died when his country required him most – when famine and gloom were impending, when the seeds of dissolution had already taken root in the Repeal Association and when disappointment was beginning to throw its lowering shadows over the country – a time when the wisdom of his guiding and moderating mind was urgently needed at the helm.

‘Irish soil,’ wrote The Nation,  ‘holds no more precious dust than his. The brave life he led and the noble work he did are not lost – shall never be lost to the island that he loved so dearly. Souls like his.  .  .  . . make a part of the history and heart of their country for ever.’

‘Though he died young,’ writes Dr. D’Alton the historian, ‘he stands high among Ireland’s great men.  .  .  .  . He thought deeply and clearly, had broad human sympathies, and loved every Irishman if only that Irishman loved Ireland.  .  .  .  .  .His was not that blatant patriotism which finds expression in loud talk, impotent sedition and impracticable schemes. He wished to lift up Ireland without humiliating England.  .  .  .  . No man was braver, none less reckless; with the instincts of a born leader he controlled the stormy spirits who surrounded him – chided, persuaded, restrained; preached unity, toleration and forbearance. These Young Irelanders were a brilliant band with rare talents; but jealousy hid her head in the presence of Davis, and all looked to him as their chief. His kindness, his gentleness, his modesty and mildness, his winning ways, bound their hearts to him as with bonds of steel and when he died a place was vacant among them which by no possibility could be filled.’

O'Connell’s Sorrow at Davis’s Death.

Though Davis and the Young Ireland Party threw their weight behind O'Connell in his fight for Repeal they could not strictly be called his followers. They often pursued an independent line differing boldly from O'Connell and calling for more vigorous and militant methods. Their popularity, he knew, was quickly threatening his own and he often found the pace made for him by their organ ‘The Nation’ too fast for his liking. He feared these men and whither they were tending. But by Davis in particular he felt his genius rebuked.  ‘He distrusted,’ wrote T. D. Sullivan, ‘that quiet, thoughtful and laborious young man whom they so loved and reverenced – the founder, the soul and the centre of their party. To the keen glance of the aged leader it appeared that for all that placid brow, those calm grey eyes and softly curving lip of his, the man had no horror of blood-spilling in a righteous cause, and was capable not only of deliberately inciting his countrymen to rise in arms against English rule but also of taking a foremost place in the struggle.’

Yet there was none who lamented Davis more sincerely than O'Connell. When the news reached him at Derrynane in his native Kerry its overwhelming effects laid him completely prostrate. Davis had ever paid him the tribute of sincere and loving respect and the Liberator’s big, chivalrous heart recognised and admired the worth and nobility of the gallant Young Irelander. In a letter from Derrynane to the Repeal Association in Dublin we get a glimpse at O'Connell’s great grief.

‘As I stand alone in the solitude of my mountains many a tear shall I shed in memory of the noble youth. Oh! how vain are words or tears when such a national calamity afflicts the country!’

At another time he declared that he ‘never knew any man who could be so useful to Ireland in the present stage of her struggles.’

But the most profound grief felt on his death and the saddest tears shed above his grave in St. George’s Cemetery, Drumcondra, were those of Miss Annie Hutton, the young Dublin lady to whom he had been engaged for a mere short month before his death. Davis has commemorated their betrothal in lines of much tenderness.

‘Our mountain brooks were rushing,




Annie, dear,

The autumn eve was flushing,




Annie, dear;

But brighter was your blushing,

When first, your murmurs hushing,

I told my love outgushing,




Annie, dear.’

And then, as if in prophetic strain,

‘The ring betwixt us broken,

When our vows of love were spoken,

Of your poor heart was a token




Annie, dear.’
And the young lady’s tribute to her hero, in a letter to a friend of hers after his death, bespeaks an unfathomed depth of emotion, the mingled grief and worship of a heart that was surely a worthy mate for his own.

‘In the midst of all my sorrow,’ she wrote, ‘the thought flashes through me, what pride, what glory, to have been the chosen one of such a heart!   Oh! if I were to live through an eternity of grief I would not give up that short month of happiness .  .  .  .  .No ideal I could form could be brighter, purer than he was.’

After a few short years she followed her betrothed to the grave, at the early age of twenty-eight.

A marble statue of Davis (by Hogan, the famous Tallow sculptor) now stands in the Municipal Art Gallery in Dublin. He is also fittingly commemorated in his native Mallow where a bust of him was unveiled in 1942, as well as a memorial plaque in the house in which he was born.

Poetic friends and admirers of Davis have laid numerous elegiac garlands upon his grave. The lines which follow comprise a less ambitious effort in the same direction.

