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Foreword
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My hope is that the research given in these pages will be of interest to those already familiar with the life of the Chartist politician Feargus O’Connor.  For anyone who finds themselves interested in the relationship between Feargus O’Connor and Louisa Nisbett and who has not, as yet, embarked on the study of Chartism, I recommend these books: James Epstein, The Lion of Freedom; Paul A. Pickering, Feargus O’Connor, A political life; David Goodway, London Chartism 1848; Stephen Roberts (ed) The Dignity of Chartism;.   These are the books which inspired me and which eventually led to the research I give here into the hidden story of the relationship between Feargus O’Connor and Louisa Nisbett.

Catherine Howe

February 2021
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1834-1835



[image: image]


W. E. Adams – ‘in a letter’ 

The relationship between Feargus O’Connor, Chartist leader, and Louisa Nisbett, English actress is of some interest to Chartist historians but thus far has been considered little more than a rumour – and perhaps is of limited interest in light of the weighty matters with which O’Connor concerned himself.  Yet it can be shown that his relationship with Louisa Nisbett lasted, in one form or another, for almost the entirety of his time as a politician in England and a look into it might cast a different light on the character of the man who led a national movement for parliamentary reform in those years.  

The biographies of the actress Louisa Nisbett extend to a chapter dedicated to her in Mrs Baron Wilson’s Our Actresses, or, Glances at Stage Favourites, written in 1844, and the Dictionary of National Biography entry written by Joseph Knight with revisions by J Gilliland in 2008.  Neither one mentions Feargus O’Connor.  Of the biographies of Feargus O’Connor, three mention his and Louisa’s relationship: James Epstein’s 2009 edition of his article in the Dictionary of National Biography, Paul Pickering’s Feargus O’Connor, A political life, published in 2008, and Read and Glasgow’s earlier Feargus O’Connor, Irishman and Chartist, published in 1961.   

James Epstein says:


. . . in the 1830s it was rumoured that he [Feargus O’Connor] and Louisa Nisbett, a celebrated actress, were lovers.



Paul Pickering says: 


A fellow Chartist, W.E.Adams, recalled that Feargus’s speaking tours often mirrored those taken by the well-known actress Louisa Nisbett. Adams suggested that their relationship was of long standing (from the mid-1830s) and with understandable exaggeration he claimed that it caused as much gossip in radical circles as Charles Stewart Parnell and Mrs O’Shea.  The rumours, however, have not convinced Louisa’s most recent biographers, who do not mention O’Connor at all. On the contrary they show that she was married twice, in 1831 and in 1844, and lived the balance of her years at St Leonards in Sussex.1 



Donald Read and Eric Glasgow say:


In the early Chartist period it was noted that his speaking tours tended to follow the route of a celebrated actress, Louisa Nisbett, a woman of great beauty.  Early in 1839 the rumour went round that the pair had married. No marriage in fact took place, but in his very last days Mrs. Nisbett was said to have been among those who nursed O’Connor, which suggested a real attachment between them.2



Read and Glasgow make reference here to what must be the 1839 article entitled “Memoir of Mrs Nisbett” which appeared in the 2nd February 1839 issue of Actors by Daylight, or Pencillings in the Pit.  This article states that Louisa ‘has formed a second matrimonial connection with Feargus O'Connor, the late Member of Parliament for Cork,’ yet, as Read and Glasgow point out, no marriage materialised.3

These twentieth century biographical mentions of the relationship between Louisa Nisbett and Feargus O’Connor appear to rely upon W.E. Adams’ Memoirs of a Social Atom of 1903, where Adams says: 


It was considered curious that Feargus’s visits to towns in the provinces generally synchronised with the appearance in the same towns of a lady who was then a star in the theatrical world.  This lady was Mrs. Nisbett.  There was much gossip in Chartist circles about the two as there was in Irish circles forty of fifty years later about Mr. Parnell and Mrs. O’Shea.  O’Connor himself does not seem to have made much secrecy of the relations between himself and the actress; for in a letter to a person who had helped him at the Oldham election, dated August 28th 1835, he sent his best regards to the man and his wife, “in which Mrs. Nisbett begs to join.”  The alliance, such as it was, was probably consecrated by some measure of affection, since it was stated that the lady, when O’Connor had to be removed to a lunatic asylum, left the stage, and nursed and tended him as long as he lived.4  



W. E. Adams, born in 1832, was two years old when Feargus O’Connor and Louisa Nisbett first met but before manhood he was involved in Chartism and in 1864 became editor of the Newcastle Weekly Chronicle.   His passage in Memoirs of a Social Atom on Feargus and Louisa was probably written between 1900 and 1901, sixty-five years after the events he refers to, and must be reiteration of stories heard.5   His reference to their ‘synchronised’ tours of the country sounds like an anecdote unlikely to be provable, while the letter he mentions of 28th August 1835, written by O’Connor presumably to someone at Oldham, tantalises because it might exist somewhere.  

The significance of Adams’ description of this letter of 28th August 1835, in which he says that Feargus O’Connor is sending Mrs Nisbett’s salutations to his correspondent, is that it implies Louisa Nisbett was with Feargus at the time of writing and that their relationship was close.  If so, then the letter would very likely have been written in London as Louisa worked without apparent pause for the whole of August 1835 at the Queen’s Theatre.  She played in two pieces on the night of 28th August.  Feargus is reported to be in Cork in early August, attending the Assizes ‘in his professional capacity,’ and then to have engaged in a duel, attended by Counsellor Longfield, with Charles Coughlan of County Sligo on Thursday, 20th August.6    He might, just, have got back to London for the 28th.  The letter also tends towards the idea that Louisa had met the couple to whom Feargus was writing but, if she had, it was not at Oldham during the by-election as she was working at the Queens Theatre in London for the whole of July 1835.  

––––––––
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Feargus O’Connor – an actual letter

There is, though, another letter of great significance which will have been handled many times by Chartist historians but seems to have been passed over.  This letter is held in the Allsop Collection at the London School of Economics.  Written in Feargus O’Connor’s own difficult hand to his friend Thomas Allsop from his lodgings at 54 Great Marlborough Street, London (undated).  Here Louisa Nisbett stands centre stage for the entirety of its three pages: 


Saturday Evening

I have spent a horribly miserable week.  On my return from Bridge Green on Monday last I found a letter on my table announcing the death of Sir Wm Boothby and now you may ask what is that to me.  Hear the following sad and sorrowful narrative and the question is answered.  His wife comes back to the world under the following painful and trying circumstances.  Within the last two months, she has lost a Grandfather of whom she was most fond.  Two uncles of whom she was very fond.  Two of her brothers one of whom she created an opening to the Law have been committed to the Queen’s Bench.  Her first cousin has been consigned to a mad house from railway speculation; another only 22 years of age who married a man with promising prospects, is reduced to beggary with a baby from her husband [three or four words undeciphered].  Her whole fortune which she left to the management of her mother as provision for her brothers and sister has been spent in 18 months, her favourite brother the barrister, the hope and prop of the family, has been so shattered by such a succession of domestic afflictions as to unfit him for himself and now her husband has died suddenly, without will or settlement I believe in her favour.  Thus at 32 she is a widow a second time.  Reflection upon these unremitted sufferings has for a bit made me bad company for any [one word undeciphered]  but the dead one.  I have been in bed almost all the week and have in vain tried to divest myself of old recollections.  I intended to have gone to Watford this morning but have put it off [three words undeciphered] and am still immoveable.  It is a horrid picture is it not? and don’t you think I [one word undeciphered] my respect for society best by not intruding a dumb animal upon its presence.  All that I have written is private and principally intended as a reason for my not making one of your otherwise merry circle.  Give my fondest love to Mrs Allsop, all your men and women, boys and girls.7



Although she is not named, it is Louisa Nisbett who concerns O’Connor and whose troubles disturb him so much as to lay him so low.   This letter shows the depth of Feargus O’Connor’s attachment to Louisa: it was one of great and lasting consequence to him.  Although undated, the time at which it was written can be placed through the death of Sir William Boothby, Louisa’s second husband, which took place in 21st April 1846.   Feargus wrote this letter on ‘Saturday Evening
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