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THE STIGMA OF
SOUPERISM

IRENE WHELAN

AMONG THE CATALOGUE OF GRIEVANCES accumulated by
the Catholic Irish during the catastrophic years between 1845
and 1852, few attracted such odium as the phenomenon
known as ‘soupcrism’, or the alleged attemplts of evangelical
mussionaries to use hunger as an instrument to win converts
_to the Protestant faith, The bitterness of the “souper’ legacy
became so deeply rooted thal, even as recently as the past
decade, the topic was still capable of arousing passionate
controversy. In 1985 the Abbey Theatre's production of
Eoghan Harris’ play Souper Sullivan was followed by a spate
of letters to the editor of The Irish Times as well as newspaper
and radio interviews in which the author was forced to
defend his claims and opinions in a way that few play-
wrights have been called to do in modemn times. '

The chief source of the controversy over Souper Sullivan
was the implied innocence of the protagonist, the Rev.
William Allen Fisher of Kilmoe parish in west Cork. The
account of the Rev. Fisher's record during the famine years
had appeared originally in*Desmond Bowen's study of
religious conflict in nineteenth-century Ireland.! Harris’ in-
terpretation of the event strongly reflected many of Bowen's
sympathies, in so far as the Rev. Fisher was portrayed as a
beneficent pastor who ministered to the Catholic population
after their priest had fled the district during the height of the
Famine, This may well have been the case, and the Rev.
Fisher would hardly have been a singular example of a
Church of Ircland pastor doing his utmost to relieve the
afflictions of famine victims. The fact remains that the area of
west Cork in which Rev. Fisher lived and worked was one in

Wwhich evangelical missionaries had been operating both
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‘before and during the Famine, and his intentions, howevey .
benevolent, would have been associated by local people with
- this movement. : dig not_sce, in other

words, ‘what had been ignored completely in the play and *

: t

institutional and ideological machinery that lay bchind the,

—Wmmmzx,ﬂi,&mdmedm

'nm-ﬂnlLLmassn:umgm_qummc_philgn.ﬂHmhich N
had hopr § ion since carl

y.in_the_cent ut, more
~political doctrine rooted p~-
urce of Ireland’s social and political =
ic religion,.and that the country
rous and developed until Catholicism
were eradicated.

The question may be raised as to whether it is justified to
describe anti-Catholicism as a political doctrinc. If by “polit-
ical doctrine’ we mean. a developed idea or system of
thought which is subscribed to by an intellectual and aca-
demic establishment and which professes a political agenda,
then the anti-Catholicism of nineteenth-century Britain qual-
ifies for the category as surcly as the development of ideas
on racc which bore such remarkable fruit in the twenticth
century.” British anti-Catholicism was as old as the Reforma-
tion, and was by no means a spent force in the cighteenth
century, the scepticism and rationalism of the enlightenment
notwithstanding.’ During the carly decades of the nineteenth
century, however, it received a new Iease of life because of
political events in Europe as well as more immediate devel-
opments in Ireland. .

The ascendancy of idcas on the necessity of spreadin
the Protestant faith worldwide was a feature of the 1790
and carly 1800s in Britain, and coincided with the growth of
the country’s great power status, both politically and com-
mercially.* This ‘global imperative’ was of particular signifi-
cance in the case of Ireland, where the claims of the majority
Catholic population posed an immediate and direct threat to
the cconomic and political hegemony of the Protestant

establishmoent. Following the Act of Union of 1800 it became
ap article of faith among evangelical Christians on hoth sides
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of the Irich sea that if the Catholic {rish could be ‘brought
over' to the Protestapt €aith, that the roblems which be-

wille ness |agk

of respect for the law‘ and hatred of the Protestant establigh-
~mentwould be eradicated. The demand among the common

people for education and literacy in English, which was then
at an all time high, was scen as providing an idcal conduit
through which the desired moral reformation could be el-
fected. A large number of voluntary societies devoled to
scriptural education and bible distribution thus made their
appearance during the early 1800s, and their object of evan-
gelising the native Irish in the reformed faith soon made a
battleground of the educational arena. When the moral cru-
sade was intensified in the aftermath of the victory over
Napoleon in 1815 (an event interpreted by evangelicals as a
providential sign of the divine favour cenjoyed by the Protes-
tant cause), Catholic leaders began to unite in opposition to
the claims of what had come to be known as the ‘New” or
‘Second’ reformation.

I have argued elsewhere that it was this attempt at re-
formation that brought the Catholic hicrarchy and clergy
onto the political stage in the 1820s and united priests and
people behind the popular campaign for emancipation or-
ganised by Danicl O’Connell and the Catholic Association.
The astonishing success of the tactics of peaceful mass
mobilisation devised by O'Connell thwarted every attempt
of the government to suppress the movement, and emanci-
pation was conceded in 1829 in the face of the threat of civil
war." Two years later, the government made good its prom-
ise to act as a neutral force in the battie over education and
introduced a national system of primary schools,_Although
funded from the public purse the national schools were man.
aged by the clergy at the local level, which meant that in

Cathalic areas they were directly controlled by the pricsis.
This put an abrupt end to the evangclicals’ ambition to effect
a reformation through exploiting the educational needs of
Catholic schoolchildren.

If the prospect for a national reformation was a lost
cause by. the mid-1830s, how do we explain the new phase of
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proselytism that began with the onset of the Famine in 1845~
67 The consequences of the political and scctarian conflicts of
the 1820s provide part of the answer. In response to the
granting of cmancipation and the government’s decision to
fund the national schools, the marriage betwepen the intran-
sigzent ultra-Protestant political establishment and the pro-
moters of the new reformation was cemented, and their anti-
i i rss, intense. The years
between 1828 and 1832 were ones of retrenchment and re-
definition for the Irish evangelical movement generally, and
certain trends began to take shape in this period that would
bear fruit in the following decades, The most significant for
our purposes was the trend towards the concentration of re-
squrees along the western seaboard, The impoverished con-
dition of the western countics coupled with the continued
dominance of [rish (as in Wales and Scotland, the use of the
native language as an instrument of conversion had been in
use in Ireland since early in the century) and, above all, the

shortage of Catholic clerical manpower, all appreared to indi-

cate that the area would be more conducive to evangeli-
sation. Aligned with this shift westwards was the develop-
ment of another novelty in the evangelical arsenal, the
‘colony’ or settlement which would function both as a refuge
fac converts and a base for missionary expansion. As part of
this new offensive of the 1830s, and in response to what was
seen as the government’s endorsement of Catholic resur-
gence, an intensive propaganda campaign was simultane-
ously undertaken to alert the British public to the dangers
that lay in store for the kingdom, and for the Protestants of
Ireland in particular, from the threatened ascendancy of the
Catholic establishment.'

The founding of the Protestant Colonisation Society jn
1830 bore witness to the increasingly combative ambitions of
the s lical_crusadg. Besides function-
ing as refuges for persecuted converts, the colonies were
envisaged as cconomically self-sufficient commumties which
yould demonstrate to the surrounding areas the benefits of
the traditional Protestant virtues of cleanliness, industry, and
gwmgcmmmmuhmﬁﬁmﬂiﬂﬂﬂﬂﬂmpmmas
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missionary centres from which the surrounding areas could

1 ol During the ecarly 1830s a small number of
colonies were established in places like_Aughkeely, Co.
rzal ilmeagug, Co. Kildare where onc hundred
familics were said to have been settled before the Faminc.'.lt
was the experiments at Dingle and Achill, however, begun in
1831 and 1834 respectively, that really attracted the attention
of the public. These were large-scale operations that planted
deep roots and made a considerable impact on their respecs

The pcopic behind the founding of the colonies, the Rev.

Edward Nangle in Achill and the Rev. Charles Gayer in
Dingle were connected swith the evangelical wing of the

Church of Ireland, and in both cases the critical factor in

gctting operations underway was the co-opgration they were

able to draw on from local clergymen and landlql;gg: In the
case of Dingle, certainly, key local support was provided to
the Rev. Gayer by the Protestant rector of Dingle, the Rev.
Thomas Chute Goodman, a fluent native speaker wl.mosc
family was held in the highest regard by local Cathotics.”
The case of the Rev. Edward Nangle and the Achill C.ol(my
was even more striking, since Achill was part of the diocese
currently presided over by the most staunch evangelical on
the Episcopal bench of the Church of Ireland, the Rev. Power

le Poer Trench of Tuam.” .
i srial benefi varded those who pingd,

Substantial material benefits rewardud those WASLES
~the colonics and converts wWerc said to enjoy comforta 4[]
.._homes, rent-free land, regular salaries if they were teachers,
.and carcer opportunitics for their children. There wasa great
deal of dispute over who actually inhabited the colonies and
local people repeatedly stressed to visitors that the occu-
pants were not locals but converts brought in from different

parts of Ireland. What most an ered local people was the
_abundance of money the colony organisers appearcd to have
had acgcess to, which aliowed them to purchase the best
. available land and to Qrp_\,gi_gg,ﬁtj}ggl_:gb_ regular cmployment
~—and education, gggortunitics for advancement that were
itiably_scarce in rural lreland.” But people could take
advantage of such opportunitics only at the cost of complete
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:);I:i:fl?hﬁn by thei‘r formt':r neighbours, which was effected
gh the use of ‘exclusive dealing’, an carly form of the

boycott in which local 1
e *fuse
ly“ Comvar. people would refuse to buy from or

t The source of the most bitter controversy associated with
rehel" in times of dearth, a practice interpreted by critics a
Tglr‘gixmg on _the vulnerability of the starving and destitu te.
25 was not a new phenomenon. At the height of the
Secqnd_ Reformation’ in 1826-7 when mass conversions
were being reported on the Farnham Estate in Co. Cavan, i
was repeated] I a i S \:,wslc:
economic depression.” The dispensing of relief tlier:‘f(:re
whether ?ublic or private, was second only to cdlication asa’
weapon in the battle for the minds and hearts of the Irish

poor. Following the passage of the emancipation bill, priests
atthe local level became increasingly combative in their

effnrtg {0 prevent Protestants from dominating local co
...m.u.m_emu_q.‘ ]'Ledl_u'uh- relief funds, particularly in areas

vhere evange |g.g missions were entrenched.” To what de-

gree were they justified in their fears? If was certainly an

. ing and dclrlcl)lu a that first attracted the atten-
Jions of the Rey, Edward Nangle to west Mayo i d
:I: was dur.ing the same crisis in Dingle t:mt tl"jl’gll'::r:fz:l :t::‘::
sc.)u.per’ first entered popular usage. It was said to have
originated when a benevolent lady set up a soup kitchen ;nd
the lqcal_ priest forbade his parishioners to have an thin. to
do with it, referring to the dispensers of relief as 'Soz rsg"
By the 1840s the colonies at Achill and Dingle wvl.‘)ree , r-
manent fixtures on the western landscape, with cottages, |

schools, dispensaries, and even, in the case of Achil y
to_accommodate tourists. Besides whatever ad v::tlalé:s':lc::d
brought to these remote districts in the form of emplo men{
apd tourism, their presence heightened controversy of)::ver

kind. Selde a month went by without reports in the lom);
press of bible readers and preachers being attacked, or (')f
persons being fined or bound to the peace because of sec-
tarian incidents. Major law cases ensued when cases were
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taken against journalists and newspaper proprictors for
allegedly libellous accounts of what was going on in the
colonies. The evangelical press in Britain carried frequent
accounts of the persecution suffered by converts because of
exclusive dealing and the violence instigated against evan-
gelical missionaries by the priesis. Publicity and notoricty of
this kind ensured that the colonies were a source of fascin-
ation for forcign visitors who came to observe what benefits
the light of the Bible was bringing to the benighted inhab-
itants of the west of Ireland. Among the famous visitors to
have left accounts of their visits to Achill, for example, were
the travel writers Mr and Mrs Samuel Carter Hall, and the

American philanthropist Mrs Asenath Nicholson.

As a result of the work undersway at the colonies, the
phenomenon of ‘souperism’ or the doling out of material ad-
vantages in exchange for the transfer of denominational alle-
giance was alrcady a familiar one on the eve of the Famine.

—Shortly after the onset of the potato blight and the threat of
widespread starvation in 1845-6, however, a new wave of

vtism was unleashed which involved a more ex licit

-and intense campaign of evangelisation and the founding of

‘sation. the Society for the Irish Church Mis-
sions, which focused specifically on Connemar

the new operation apart from thosc already underwa% in the
west was that fact that it was organised and_fun rom

~— wa
~Britain. [ its choice of location and objectives, and
the support and co-operation received from local clergymen
and landlords, however, it actually differed little from what
was going on in Ringle and Achill.

The choice of Connemara as a centre for the work of the
Irish Church Missions was no accident. A remote and un-
known region until the turn of the century, it had only re-
cently been opened to the influences of the modern world.
The years of the Napoleonic wars brought great prosperity
to the area, however, and evidence of rapid modernisation
could be seen in the appearance of new cstates, roads, and
villages, and even a ‘capital’ town in Clifden. Estate owners
that might have scorned the bleak and impoverished west in
the eighteenth century now rushed to take up residence in
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the currently fashionable romantic periphery, often cquip-
d with the latest ideas an deveioping the rural economy
and more often accompanicd by wives cven more ardently
committed lo the philosophy of improvement.” The BIal::es of
Renvyle, the D'Arcys of Clifden Castle, and the Martins of
Ballinahinch, for example, all fall into this calegory. As carly
as 1824 the record of the Protestant gentry in Connemara
was such that the arca was described in the liberal Dublin
Evening Post as being snfected with the most virulent
description of the biblical mania’.” .

The source of the infection complained aboutin the Dub-
lin Evening Post could be traced to the influence of ‘improv-
ing’ landlords’ wives like Martha Louisa Blake 91‘ Renvyle,
whose dispute with the Jocal priest over the sctting up of a
school on her husband’s estate had eventually ended up in
the papers. The wives of John D’ Arcy and Richard M:}rlin
similarly occupied themselves with education .and philan-
thropy and introduced the schools of the Kildare Place
Society and the London Hibernian Socicty 10 C}!fdm\ and
Ballinahinch. 4 . sC
! 3 iti h Was

5 Tt of local Church of Ircland clergymen_sym-
pathetic to the cau and the J ymen

3

in Connemara_from the 1820s on was due dircctly to the -
licy to fi

influence of Archbishop Trench, who made it a policy 101 hll,
S0 W

whatcver clerical offices fell vacant in the Tuamdi

m mitt spreading, the reformati e
Catholic ulatign. The joining of Killala and Achonry to
the Tuam diocesc in 1835 expanded the area of his influcnce
in this regard, and his legacy was further strengthened
when, on his death in 1839, he was succeeded by the Rev.
Thomas Plunket, a churchman cven more passionately and
single-mindedly commiticd to the reformation crusade.”

By 1836 the results of Archbishop Trench's policy could
be seen to good effect in Connemara in the work of three of
his protégés, Rev. Anthony Thomas of Ballinakil}, Rev. Mark
A. Foster, and Rev. Brabazon Ellis. In 1836 these men, along
with James and Hyacinth D’ Arcy, the sons of John D" Arcy of
Clifden Castle, and Coloncl A. Thomson of Salruck, cstab-
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lished the Connemara Christian Committee 1o advance the
work of reformation. By 1839 there were plans underway to
develop a colony. The trustees were already in possession of
land to build a church and school, as well as houses for
teachers and clergymen, and had been offered a lease of an
additional 500 acres for further development.” By this stage,
also, it is clear that they had attracted the attention and sup-
port of interested parties in Dublin. At a_meeting of the

Saciety for the Conversion of the Jews in Dublin in 1839, the
Rex i u to the Rev. Alexander Dallas,
1 English clergyman whose name would become synony-
_mous with Connemara and the Society for the Jrish Churcy
. Missions.®
_The Rov. Alcxander Dallas was rector of Wonston in
Hampshire, and a subscriber to the particular strain of cvan-
gelical thought know _millenialism. in brief, the
adherents of this doctrine carried their literal inferpretation
of the Bi he extreme that they believed the events of
is ccur according to divine_provi-,
- ) wermore that the sequence of their occurrence
—W 1tlined in a coded form in the scripturcs articularly
‘the Book of Revelation. The millenium would occur afler
cortain conditions had been fulfilled, and foremost among
these conditions were the conversion of the Jews and the
heathens, and the destruction of the *Anti-Christ’ of the Book
of Revelation, which was understood to be the Roman
Catholic Church. The growth of this strain of religious
thought had been on the increase since the 1790s, when the
world-shaking cvents of the French revolution and the ric
and fall of Napolcon provided abundant malterial for
interpreters of “signs of the times'. The vigorous revival of
European Catholicism in the post-Napolconic period, the
resurgence of Irish Catholicism which fuelled the popular
campaign for emancipation, the growth of political liberal-
ism and the rise of the Tractarian movement in Britain dur-
ing the 1830s were all prophetically interpreted as heralding
the coming apocalypse.™
The most important theologian of pre-millenialism in
Britain was the Rev. Edward Bickersteth of the Church M's-
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sionary Society, also resident in Wonston and a close friend
of Alexander Dallas, Bickersteth had clearly been influenced

rho were products of the combative and embattled
world of Irish Protestantism, and who had stridently and
suceessfully carried their anti-Catholic polemics fo Britain iy
Ahe carly and mid-1830s. In 1836 the Rev. Bickersteth had
explicitly identified the Catholic church as the ‘Babylon’ of
the Book of.Revelation, and a clear convergence began to de-
velop between the theology of English pre-millenialist
evangelicals and the politics-driven anti-Cathaolicism of their
Irish counterparts.z sequence was a united cffort to

~cantain_the threat of Catholicism..and particularly to undo
the legislative measures which not only had granted political

~freedom, but were actually fostering the ‘growth of popery”

by providing public funds for_thc_endowment of the
Catholic seminary at Maynooth. What the pre-millenialists
sought was nothing less than the complete extirpation of
Catholic influence from any part of public life in Britain or
Ireland, and the eradication of Catholicism as the religion of
the majority population in Ircland on grounds that i} was the
causc of political subversion as well as economic backward-
ness.

_When_the liberal government decided to increase the |

Maynooth endowment in 1845, it appeared thal the very

rulers of the country were actively countenancing the tri-

Jmph of the Anti-Christ, Evangelicals of every stripe united

to oppose the plan and public opinion was consumed with
the ‘subject on which society appears to have gone mad’, as
Harriet Martincau described it. Given the disposition of pre-
millenialist evangelicals like Dallas and Bickersteth to attach
prophetical import to current events, it is smail wonder that
they interpreted the news coming out of Ireland in 1846 as
yet another emphatic sign of divine providence in Eng-
land’s hour of peril. To this way of thinking, the Famine was
nothing less than a punishment sent by God to chastise a
sinful people.” The duty of the pre-millenial evangelical in
this instance was clear: it was to use the opportunity to help
fulfil God’s plan for the universe by making Ireland part of
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his kingdom governed by the true religion of the Bible, on
the one hand, and on the other to secure elernal salvaticn for
the souls of the afflicted by wrenching them from the grasp
of Rome before they finally abandoned the world.

4 ipns i mara and his ambitions to
in existence when the
first.news about the failure of the potato began 1o Broak s

" the autumn of 1845.1A gift of £3,000 from an English sup-

porter allowed him to proceed with his plans, the first slep
of which was to ; pDs ! istribute
'SLOJXK].CQP_I!:S_Q{.«LM entitled A Voice From Heaven to Ircland
4'in January, 1846. Similar tracts with titles such as Irighmen’s
Rights and The Food of Man were distributed in the same
manner in the following months. After a visit to Ireland in
August of the same year, he returned to Wonston and vrote

lelters to the Moming Herald calling for the sctting up of 3
~3pecial Fund for the Spiritual Exigencies of Ireland’ As
= funds accumulated in response to this appeal a commnttoe

was set up headed by the Duke of Manchester with Dallas
..and the Rev. Bickersteth as honorary secretarics.,” These

funds provided the financial backing for the missionary
crusade that Dallas was now sct to embark upon.
Dallas began his operations in Connemara in the district

of Castlckerke near Qughterard where the usual combina-
tion of support from clergymen and a landlord's wile helped
got him started. The urgency of his crusade was obvious

f ning. As he wanted to get as many mission-

——_aries into the field as possible there was no ime 1o dovelo

jes :Atlements; instead his strategy revolved around

the spread of ‘mission stations’ manned by individual
glergymen or preachers entrusted with funds to ad vance the
-ork of education and evangelisation. With the influence of
landlords like Lord Roden and the Duke of Manchester
behind him, the Rev. Dallas was in a particularly strong
position to appeal for the support of the diocesan superior.
Obligingly Bishop Thomas Plunket ordained two Irish-
speaking converts, the Rev. J. B. O’Callaghan who had been
in training for some time in Wonston, and the Rev. Roderick
Ryder, a former Catholic priest. O'Callaghan shortly had a
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ib and into.the
L mountains at Cornamona and Kilmilkin. Roderick Ryder
was despatched back 1o his former parish of Rooveaghon

s about ten miles south-west of

Clifden. Between the work of these convert cvangelists.and
i 'men like the D’Arcys and Rev.
'as. S saturated with mission

Thomas Connemara Was Soon
statiops, schools, tract distributors and scripture readers, all
IWMWG
Lorpiohii, 1B $Lg kL Qi aka glagt-ih.d Mmpls,
_mwlsslnn.ﬂmmm-u-ﬁﬂiﬂnnnmmwnumm,
Ballyconree and Ballinakill, and Sallerna and Rossadillisk_.
_near Cjeggan, and in many of thesc Jocations Protestant
servjce was available every Sunday.™
Most of the evidence concerning the prosclylism of l}.\c
famine ycars suggest that the new offensive began to gain
serious momentum in_the spring of 18487 The speed with

which Dallas had prganised the Connemara missiong created.
mentum that spread all over Conhay ht_and_cycn

farther aficld, to the extent that the Rev. Edward Bickersteth

: ' raicing offorts_to_the
use in Ireland.” The infusion of moncy to sct
ies > 5 aders

had an immdiate effcct on an area that was onc of the worst
ffects of the Famin(_:;_" So

hit in the country in terms of the e \
successfui was the first ycar of the camEargq tﬁ. al a now
isati h ioty for the Irish Church Missions o

WMmWy 1850
the number of Protestant congregations in the arca was such

t 5 s he mission were describin it as the

breakthrough that evangclicals had been awaiting for dec-
ammmgmgmdmjumon
j it was clai 1 v ine had

finally made s
famnmmmﬁimmmnmaiﬂnmmmmﬂ

the traditional bonds with the %ﬁeslltrqu. .
* " The most convincing evidence of the true picturc of .

conditions in the west at this time, the sufferings inﬂictcd_ by
discase and starvation as well as ¢ workings of evanyohral

v

lc realise the errors of the Roman Catholic
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. pperations

missionarics, comes, not surprisingly, from the letlers of
joals i r_help from the relief commitlep

__organised by Dr Daniel Murray, the Catholic Archbishop of

Dublin. [t would be hard to draw a more intensc picture of
horror than that described by priests writing from remole
districts of west Galway and Mayo in 1848 apd 1849, The
hag_reduced the wes s & Ing,
hese yoears. In one Jetter after another to the Archbishop’s
f'l,"l‘ . A ACcOunIs o 1 RIATVANN AL flik-
Jpossibaag g sk witho
indoor_or_outdoor_relicl’_as one_correspondent noted.”

.Priests described the levelling of cottages by the hundred
_and dcaths by the_thousand in their individual parishes.™

_ Several letters from the most stricken areas described the
Bytising apencies with money and food in _5}\_‘_'_,

abundance for distribution in schools or at Sunday service.

Consider the eyidence of a Fr Flannelly of Ballinakill (near,
Clifden) in 1849, for example, who admitted that ‘not a mile,
-of the public road can be travelled without sceing a doead

_body, as the poor are homeless and if they show any sign of
.sickness are thrown out of the poorhouses’, Fever and dys-

entry, he claimed, ‘the sure precursors of-etiolera’ were in
_every hut and cabin and there was no medical aid to be had,
Jnsuch a wild and extensive district. Half a pound of Indian

- meal per houschold per dav was the sole food of the poor,

and though men were offering to work a whole day f

pints of meal, there was no work to be had. In the midst of
Ahis situation Fr Flannelly said that proselytisers accom-
panied by apostale priests and lay people were going from

cahin to cabin ‘proffering food and money and clothing to
the_naked and starving on condition of their_becoming
memboers of their conventicles’

Echoing the opinion of Bishop Doyle of Kildare and
Leighlin at the height of the Second Refermation in the

1820s, Fr Flannelly considered this situation more injurious
and oppressive than The penal TwsolIhe previous = conta Ty

While T 7 v
clerics in.other parts of the west, fow of them denied the
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claims nf evangelical mls*-mnanc's that their schools were ful),
e Fr Galiagher of

Achill, for example, admitted that ‘poverty has compelled
the greatest number of the population to send their children
to Nangle's proselytising villainous schools; he has at this
momment one thousand children of,the Catholics of the parish
attending .. and so he can, for they have no other refuge.
han dic, they have.

.’ % To the north of Achill_Fr Martin Hart of 1

Ballycastle 5polq: of how his pamhloners once honest and

religious, are now the reverse’, and that pro g!yusmg

nnnhﬁ.mﬂ:.plenl;mLmﬂaLandmnncLJchhmu
busy in the area, trying to win the people from the (aith, and
when they give say, “l am not now fit to be their priest”.”

What survived in the popular memory about the prosely-.
Lising acljvitics of the worst years of the famine corroborates

the_contemparary evidence of the priests, An ¢lderdy
Tesident_of Clifden interviewed by Stephen Gwynn in the
early years of the twentieth century, for example, recalled
how the expression Sjlver Monday’ wag‘used in Clifden to
describg the shilling that was griven out at the D' Arcy dower
h : who had attended service at the
Lhurch of Ireland the day before. ‘] saw them mysclf,” the
Qld_man recounted, bluc with hunger in their houses and
they had to go.™

As there was no shortage of people willing to attend
service or send their children to proselytising schools,
neither did there appear to be a want of employees willing to
work as bible readers, teachers, and tract distributors. A nun
from the Presentation Convent in Galway, for example,
spoke of the 600 pupils thal were being prepared by proscly-
tising agents in the national school in Rahoon to supply the
workhouses of Connaught.” Similarly, the Presbyterian
missionary, Edward Dill, in describing conditions in the
west at this time referred to ‘applications from the daughters
of gentlemen, couched in terms enough to make the heart
bleed, begging to be made teachers in our industrial schools
at £20 a year’.”It was not only starving peasants, apparently,
who relied on funds raised by missionary agencics during
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these terrible years.,

If there were people swho succumbed to the salaries ands
like the parishioners of Fr Michacl Enwrighi of Castletown-
bore in wor.t Cork who were not yielding an inch, excep!

i r¢ voice, and the vast

.mmgngg of the Jetters relahng m this subject in the M Murrav
papers claim that people were driven by starvation lo,.l.akq
thi soup’ as the saying had it. From the evidence it appcars

~ that_the years 1848-50 were those in which conversions oc-
<curred, but even the most supportive among those who in-
..vestigated the phenomenon suggeest that the numbers in
dolved never amounted to more than several hundred in

..argas where missignary activity was mest intense, as op-.

pased to the wholesale capitulation of entire communitics

that was being heralded in the evangelical press. In 185}
John Forbes was told by a ‘respectable local Catholic’ of
Clifden that three to four hundred adults had becen con-
verted in the town and the adjoining parishes QLQmey_nncl
-Ballindoon, an area listed on the census of the previous year
as having a population of almast 11.000." In his study of the

. Xilmoe parish of west Cork, where missionary agencies had

been as active as they had been in Mayo, Calway, and Kerry

during the Famine and indeed before, Fr Patrick Hickey,

basing his evidence on the 1861 census, has estimated that
there had been an absolute increase of 492 Protestants resi-
dent in the parish since 1834.° 1f the conversions were not at
the floodtide Ievel the apologists liked to claim, neither were
they figments of the evangelical imagination as hostile Ca-
tholic critics like Archbishop MacHale of Tvam repeatedly
observed.

After about 1850 when it appeared that the crisis ycars
were finally at an end and the full scope of what the cvan-
gelicals had attempted in the west became obvious, there
was a predictable backlash from the Catholic hicrarchy and
clergy. It was all the more intense because of the simul-
tancous uproar in England over the Papal Aggression” epi-
sode associated with the Ecclesiastical Titles Bill and the
offorts of the papacy to re-establish the Catholic heirarchy in
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Britain. What was happening in the west of Ireland was now
seen as crucial to the great struggle between the forces of
light and the ‘Ant-Christ’ of Popery, and the battle literally
shifted to Connemara in_1851 with the arrival of Henry
_Wilber(aree to head up the Catholic Defence Association and
exposc the fraudulent claims of the prosclytisers. As the
youngest son of William Wilberforce, the famous philanthro-
pist and founding father of English evangelicalism, Henry
Wilberforce was an unlikely candidale to end up in such a
situation. His copversion to Catholicism as a result of his
involvement in the Oxford movement spcaks velumes about
the seripusness with which religion was vicwed in bhw hey-
day of Victorian Britain. Wilbcrforce set up his base of
operations in Oughterard and made a point of investigaling
the colonies and the charges of bribery and intimidation
associated with the evangclical missionary crusade. His con-__—
demnation of the entire movement was visceral; the granting
of land and work to converts he dismissed as ‘a demor-
lising system of wholesale bribery’.* He went further an
charged that intimidation was regularly employed by agents
who used_their cconomic power to force
parents to send children to evangelical schools, and to pre-
vent_the_granting_of sites for national schools on their
L .

g

Valuable though it may have been in terms of the
authors’ family background and nationality, the evidence of
Henry Wilberforce was hardly nceded once the Catholic
bishops began to take action to thwart the advances of the
missions in the west. Qutspoken bishops like John MacHale
of Tuam and Edward Maginn of Derry did not hesitate to
use the lapguage of extermination to describe what had been
attempted, and this attitude was quickly conveyed to the
world of popular_opinion by nationalist newspapers,
especially the Freeinan’s Journal. When the returns of the 1851
c h ulation had declined by a
million and_threc guarters the Freeman's Journal did not

flinch from associating those who would climinate Catho- _-
——-———--——3———-———————_'—"‘1. T T f Catholice 1 Bl -

. oy &
.

Ridicule as much as outrage was the weapon of choice
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that the Freeman wiclded with deadly force against those
whose stock in trade was the conversion of Catholics. In
Octal e itensive_account.ofa,
coremony which took place in the Protestant church af
Dromkeen, Co. Tipperary, where Bishop Roberi Daly of
Cashgl confirmed a church full of converts asscmbled by.a
logal ¢l n, th v he_converts, it appearcd,

. had_shown up for the occasion as they. had been_promised.

. onga

-

new clothing in return, They received the, clothing and went

through with the ceremony as agreed, The following Sun-

uratlud, and,
in_the fraud. S it taking lepal
«a ainst the individuals involved with the intent of
wgelling the clothes back, but the ‘converts’ would have none
. of_it_as they claimed they had _fulfilied their_part of the
Shargainand w niitl i ardi®
Ridicule of this kind no doubt provided for public
cntertainment, but ridicule and verbal condemnation were
minor weapons in the Catholic arsenal when il came lo
preventing further inroads by the evangelicals in the 1850s,
In fact the countyr-attack of the Catholic Church, once it got
underway in the west, bore all the hallmarks of a religious
blitzkrieg: an initial bombardment in the form of episcopal
tours in which massive numbers received the sacrament of
_copfirmation, followed by parish missions organised by the

Vincentiaw and Redemptorist preaching orders, and finally
the founding of permanent establishment in the form of

Lonvents and monasteries jn the larger fowns of the west

and sometimes even in villages. The combined impact of this

__‘rounter-reformation’_on the western counties has never re-

ceived the attention is deserves, but Emmet Larkin's research
on the role of parish missions in enshrining the ‘devotional
revolution’ at the local level in the Jatier half of the nine-
teenth century gives some indication of the significance of
what might justifiably be called an Irish counter-reforma-
tion.*

The cffects of the prosclytising campaign of the late
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1840s and early 1850s on the Church of Ireland is more diffi-
cult to estimate. Unquestionably the reputation of the cstab-
lished church suffered because of the ambitions of evan-

gelical sympathisers on the_cepiscopal bench like Thomas. .

A . was the
opinion of one observer in the west in 1854 that ‘the Protes:

is 5 more_fatally damaged by the
of Catholics and Radicals

er’.* Nevertheless, when the disestablishment of
the Church of Ireland was finally effected in 1869, it was
more a consequence of events in the political world than the
particular anti-Protestant animus dredged up by the
evangelical crusade.

S_UMJ%'_LIED the bitterness of the famine vears
and the strength of the Catholic backlash in the 1550, _the
eyangelical_crusade does not appear to have damaged
relations between Protestants and Catholics in the west of
_rcland. While the Irish Church Missions and the Achill and
Dingle colonies were still operating in the late 18505 and into
the 1860s the reports of court cases were still full of local
sectarian incidents involving violence against converts and
bible readers. Yet the more permanent and constructive
features introduced by the evangelicals often succeeded in
winning the respect and admiration of Catholics. It is quite
clear from the evidence of contemporaries that ordinary
people were capable of differentiating between genuinely
charitable evangelical Christians and the bitterness of
sectarian prejudice. The carcer of Dr Neason Adams of
Achill is a case in point. Adams was a medical doctor who
had joined the Rev. Nangle's colony soon after its foundation
and spent his whole life ministering to the health needs of
the local people, for which he was held in great esteem
locally. Similarly, the couple who ran the Ballyconrce
Orphanage near Clifden in the late nintcenth and carly
twenticth century, Dr and Mrs Purkis, were held in high
regard both as neighbours and philanthropists; a (ormer
resident of the village who clcarly remembered them des-
cribed them in the most positive terms as ‘lovely Protestant
people’.c The account of Allanah Heather of her vouth in the
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Errislannon Penisula outside Clifden clearly indicales that
the most staunch evangelical principles of her two aunts,
Jane and Edith, did not prevent them from having the warm-
est regard for their Catholic neighbours, a regard that was

certainly retumed in kind.* When Stephen Gwynn visited

Connemara in 1909 he was told by a Protestant clergyman

thal whatever seclarian violence had occurred in conneclion

with conversions and ‘souperism’ that ‘no Protestant was
or persecuted in Connemara as a Protestant,.”

The most damaging legacy of the evangelical crusade in
the west was the poisoning of relations between the Catholic
clergy and those Protestants, whether clerical or lay, who
sought lo involve themselves in improving social conditions.
The work of philanthropists like James Ellis and James Hack
Tuke was looked upon with suspicion by Catholic bishops,
fearful that Protestant involvement in schemes like the
setting up of light industry or assisted emigration in the west
betokened an effort to usurp the authority of the Catholic
clergy or to clear the countryside of Catholics, As a conse-

-~quenge of the prosclytising missions, subversion was cvery-

where suspected, and was equally resorted to as a means of
Tetaliation. When the estate that had been developed by
James Ellis at Letterfrack came on the market in 1882 {with
the express provision of the current owner, a virulent anti-
Catholic, that it not fall into Catholic hands} it was pur-
chased by an agent acting for the Archbishop of Tuam. Il
was then entrusted te the Christian Brothers of Artane to be
developed as an industrial school. What had been a show-
casc of Quaker philanthropy in the mid-nincicenth century,
situated in the midst of the most glorious scenery of north
Connemara, was thus transformed into an institution whose
very name struck terror into the hearls of Irish children in
the twentieth century and which occupies a place of its own
in the literature of modern Ireland. The fate of Letterfrack is
a fitting metaphor for the contribution of men like Alexander
Dallas and Edward Nangle 1o the progress of cvents in the
west of Ireland: in their attemplts to destroy what they saw as
Catholic tyranny they virtually brought it into creation. In
the very recent past Letterfrack has undergone ycet another
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