Feargus O`Connor  M.P.

A Vigorous Irish Statesman of the Repeal Era
In connection with the inquest on the victims of  “The Murder of Gortroe “ held at Rathcormac in the winter days of 1834 a short note may not be out of place regarding Feargus O`Connor, a lawyer and a well known character of those times, who attended the inquest, giving his services gratuitously on behalf of the families of the victims.

This Feargus O`Connor was one of the most remarkable men who appeared on the Irish political stage in the decade following Arthur O`Connor, one of the leaders of the United Irishmen. Feargus` father, Roger, was too, involved in the troubles of `98  and the father and uncle, Roger and Arthur, were imprisoned for a period in Scotland on account of their ‘disloyal’ activities.

While Feargus was yet young his family left Dunmanway and took up residence in County Meath. Feargus early on took an interest in politics. He championed the popular cause and trenchantly used his pen to denounce the oppressors of the people. In 1828 he was called to the bar. But his legal practice was never a large one. The political excitement attendant on the struggle for Emancipation and on the Reform Act of 1832 appealed to his ardent and enthusiastic temperament. In 1831, at a great meeting in Cork city to advocate Reform, he made his first appearance on a public platform. On that occasion he was one of the last to address the audience. The vigour and vehemence of his language, its fluency and polish as well as the boldness of his demands took the meeting by storm and brought him at once to the forefront of the political excitement of the time. In the following year he took a leading part in the anti-tithe agitation which was then sweeping the country. He was a man of extraordinary energy, he attended meeting after meeting, inveighed against those in power and unsparingly denounced parsons, proctors and magistrates. His personal appearance was attractive and even picturesque. He was then in the vigour of manhood, of bulky proportions, with long red curly hair falling abundantly over his shoulders; he could, if need be, use his fists as well as his pen and tongue against an opponent, and he carried himself with a suggestion of a swagger that was in no way offensive but rather inherent in his natural self-assertiveness. He often spoke over the heads of his hearers and  the logic, or want of logic, of his arguments was occasionally hidden in ‘words of learned length and thundering sound’. But with his courtesy and affability, his facile and ready address, and his aggressiveness towards the tyrants of the people, he was able to ring the changes on popular feeling and to capture popular favour. He claimed to be descended from the ancient O`Connor kings and prided, as well as traded on the distinction.

He becomes M.P. for Cork County.

He was a man of ambitious ideas and at the general election of December, 1832, he determined to capitalise the influence he had acquired over the masses and to become one of the representatives of Cork county in Parliament.

He ran in double harness with Mr. Standish Barry, of Leamlara, near Middleton, and after a strenuous campaign both were returned. They were the first to break the power of the great families that for nearly one hundred and fifty years had lorded it over Cork county.

He Differed with O`Connell.

Carried along on the ever- swelling wave of popularity O`Connor soon found himself strong enough to dispute with O`Connell the leadership of the people. They differed as to the best method of forwarding the cause of Repeal and Feargus pressed his own more forward policy. However, at the General Election of 1834 he was again successful in Cork county – despite the opposition of O`Connell. But on technical grounds he was unseated in the summer of 1835. Though now without a place in Parliament he still cherished the idea of dethroning O`Connell and of assuming the great leaders place. He brought forward a series of charges against O`Connell accusing him of political dishonesty. But he overshot the mark ; the people were still too strongly attached to their liberator to have their faith so easily shaken. From this on O`Connors popularity quickly waned and he soon faded from the Irish scene.

He becomes a Leader of the English Chartists

Crossing over to England he joined a political group who afterwards became known as Chartists – from the fact that their policy was based on what they called ‘The Five Points of the Charter’, namely, manhood suffrage, vote by ballot, annual parliaments, abolition of property qualification of members, and payment of members. It is interesting to note that , with the exception of annual parliaments, all these “points “ have since been conceded. O`Connor was a forceful addition to this party. He founded a weekly newspaper in which, with his usual vigour, he preached the Chartist policy. The paper quickly acquired an extensive circulation. O`Connor became a leading influence in the new movement and he largely contributed to establish the firm hold it soon obtained upon the working classes. His militant advocacy, however, earned for him a term of eighteen months` imprisonment. But this only seemed to stimulate him to greater enthusiasm. He attested his earnestness by placing his entire financial resources at the service of the Chartist cause, thereby bringing himself into a state of pecuniary embarrassment.

He also advocated a social scheme by which every family should have a cottage and as much land as would keep them in frugal comfort. This would seem to be the prototype of the proposal put forward in the`eighties by Jesse Collins and which became known as “Three acres and a Cow.”  In 1847 the people of Nottingham returned O`Connor as M.P. for their city. In the following year the Chartists set about staging a huge demonstration in London to advance their policy ; and at O`Connors suggestion a petition ( which received five million signatures ) was prepared for presentation to the Queen asking her support for the Chartist policy. The government became alarmed at the growing strength of the movement and began to fear the violent  methods of its members. But before the crisis with the authorities reached its peak, disunion set in among the Chartists themselves. Feargus` brain was now beginning to give way. He had inherited, and for some time he had been showing symptoms of, a family eccentricity.

Justin MacCarthy, afterwards vice-chairman of the Irish Parliamentary Party under Parnell, wrote of O`Connors last years:

“ O`Connor tried to crowd half a dozen lives into one......I can well remember seeing him about this time sauntering through Covent Garden Market with rolling, restless gait; his hair, that was once fiery red, all snow white...... The light of reason soon flickered out altogether and death came to his relief.”

He died in a private asylum in 1855. His funeral to Kensal Green cemetery, outside London, was attended by an immense concourse with bands and banners.

With the subscriptions of English working people a monument was afterwards erected over his grave. Part of the inscription reads:


“Reader, pause: thou treadest on


       
the grave of a patriot, 


While suffering is a virtue and 



patriotism not a crime

            

    Will the name of



       O`CONNOR


Be honoured, and this monument respected.”



.
.
.
.
.

In the city of Nottingham, which he represented in Parliament, there is another monument to his memory.

O`Connor, a non-catholic himself, was in many ways a faithful successor of the numerous non-catholic Irishmen who, in the generation before his, helped on the cause of “Ninety Eight .“ In Ireland and at every available opportunity in the House of Commons he exposed the tithe atrocities ----- particularly those, like Gortroe, on which he had first-hand information. As one who fought tooth and nail against the persecutions (if such they may be called) carried out in Ireland by his co-religionists in the period after Repeal his name certainly deserves an honoured place in the history of that troubled era.

