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NOTES

CAPTAIN  JOHN  WARNEFORD  ARMSTRONG

AND  THE   SHEARES   BROTHERS

Captain John Warneford Armstrong of the King's County Regiment, stationed in Loughlinstown, was recruited into the United Irishmen on 10 May 1798, and subsequently reported all his meetings with the Sheares brothers to his superiors. Armstrong's diary covering the period 1792-1851 (T.C.D., MS 6409/10 [pencilled pagination pp 55-64]) provides an interesting footnote to three aspects of his connection with the United Irishmen: the manner of his recruitment, the directory's subsequent doubts about his loyalty to the cause, and the inadequacy of communications between the directory and their agents in the field. All the diary entries quoted, with the exception of the final one, are from May 1798 and are published by kind permission of the Board of Trinity College, Dublin.

  T. Pakenham, in The Year of Liberty (London, 1969), p.81, describes Armstrong's credentials for recruitment as seen by Lawless and the Sheares brothers as follows: They knew, no doubt, that he read The Rights of Man and The Age of Reason, perhaps secretly subscribed to The Press. There was loose talk, it seems, that he had been a republican at Trinity, and had once offered to 'cut off the head of the King of England.'

Armstrong's own description of the approach made to him in Byrne's bookshop, suggests that the United Irishmen thought they knew him a lot better than that:

Thursday 10th May — I went to Dublin about some business and called at Byrne the bookseller's shop, as was my usual custom, to chat politics [my italics], I enquired for news, Byrne said there was nothing in particular, and as I was coming away, he asked me if I knew Sheares, I asked him if he meant Sheares the lawyer, he said yes, he then asked me if I had any objection to meet him, I told him not . . .When we [Armstrong and the younger Sheares] were alone we had a vast deal of conversation, the whole of which I can't by any means pretend to remember, but the principal matter was that he knew my principles very well and was emboldened by that knowledge and by the pressure of events, induced [? indistinct] for the good of the cause, to make himself known to me and state to me how the cause could be benefited by my joining it, by [? indistinct] action as he knew I had from inclination ... he said he   thought for the purpose of seducing the soldiers, I had better practice with the non commissioned officers, and the privates of the Roman Catholic religion, as they were the most likely to feel [? indistinct] themselves aggrieved. 

  Armstrong was not yet above suspicion however:

Monday 14th—[John Sheares] said some of our friends suspect that you are betraying us, I replied, I am surprised the idea could have entered their heads, well says he I am sure that you are true to our cause but some of our friends are so convinced of the contrary that I advise you not to come to our house this night for if you do I think you will be murdered. You know it would be very easy to do and bury your body at the back of our house, and nobody would ever think of looking there for you. I replied that so conscious was I of my own innocence that I would go to the meeting, we then parted, I went instantly to Lord Castlereagh and mentioned it to him, he said I don't know what to say Captain Armstrong, we could not ask you to run such a risk, I replied, my Lord, I will go on with the business I have begun but I shall stay as short a time as I can; and do you cause the house to be surrounded by troops and if I am not out at half past twelve all will be over with me, I left him and went to their house according to appointment, when I arrived I was shown into the back dining room, there was a pair of candles on the sideboard and no other lights in the room, the end of sideboard was to the door, and at the further end of the room were five gentlemen sitting near the fireplace, I advanced, they rose and I walked over (more alarmed than I had ever been in my life, and in great agitation) and was presented by John Sheares to three of them, the other two were Henry and John Sheares, but their names nor mine were not distinctly pronounced, I took a vacant chair, and for some time a sort of conversation was held between each of his neighbour under their breath, a word of which could only now and then be understood. John Sheares who was next to me conversed more distinctly. Nothing of importance took place, I often looked at my watch, and at half past eleven I took leave and upon coming into the street I saw troops and constables and Major Sirr, I did not join him least it would create suspicion, and walked home. I am now of the opinion it was only an invention to try me, and that had I not gone I should not have been trusted any more.

Later, Armstrong records his surprise at the ease with which he was finally accepted into the ranks of the United Irishmen despite their initial suspicions of his trustworthiness:

Monday 21st — ... To my great surprise, no oath or test of any kind was exacted from me, or was anything of the kind ever hinted at.  

The directory's lack of communication with their organisation on the ground is well illustrated in the following extracts from Armstrong's diary. It might be argued that Armstrong was not really trusted and that this explained the delay in furnishing him with the names of contacts in the regiment However this would hardly have been the case after the 'test' meeting on the 14th. If they still harboured any suspicions of him, why did they continue to meet him, introduce him to Lawless and give him further information on the timing and tactics of the uprising ?

Saturday [should be Sunday] 13th—. . . After much conversation of that kind [state of the regiment, number of troops etc.] the [younger Sheares] brother came in, he asked if I knew any United man in the regt., I answered in the negative, he said he thought I could make good men of the soldiers, I said I should be afraid to commit myself with them, but that if I knew any of them, that I would endeavour what I could do, he said he believed he could inform me of some I might depend upon . . . [and] that he would obtain the names for me if I would call at eleven o'clock that night. . . On the evening of the day I went to Mr. Sheares's house in Baggot Street, according to appointment, . . . he said he had not been able to obtain the names for me but a man would call to me the next day for a pass to come into town, and to give it to him, and upon his return to camp, I might converse with him without reserve. 

Wednesday 16th—I... called at the Sheares's house... the younger told me that the time of the rising was very near and that he wished to introduce me to a gentleman on whom I might depend and with whom I was to consult and advise with in his absence, as he must go down to organise in Cork, he said he had not been able to find out the names of the people I had wanted in the regiment ... He appointed me to meet him the next day.

Thursday 17th—I went to Dublin in consequence of the appointment, and after waiting a while the gendeman appeared, and I was introduced, his name was given to me as a Mr. Lawless, a relation of Lord Cloncurry's. Mr. Lawless said he had been present at a meeting composed of the deputies of all or almost all of the regiments of militia in Ireland, at which two men of ours were, he said he forgot their names, but that he would find it out and leave it with Mr. Sheares for me to call for between 5 and 6 ... I called again in the evening ... the younger Sheares was in close conversation with a man who gave him a note to Sergeant Connors of our regt... He told me that Sergeant Connors and Patrick Trennan [? indistinct] were the two men who I was to depend upon. 

Saturday 19th—I sent for Sergeant Connors and he came to me at Lehaunstown House where I lodged. I asked him if he knew Arthur Hill, he said yes. I then asked him if he knew his handwriting, he then said he knew nothing about him, nor no such person, I then handed [? indistinct] him a note which he read, I told him that I would give him a pass if he wished to go to Dublin, he said he would go if I had any business, I said I had not but that probably that gendeman wanted him at No. 5 in Bride Street, he said he would thank me for a pass the next day but that he could not go that day as he had some business in hands for Mr. —— [? indistinct], I said I knew the business he was wanted about as well as he did and that we should know one another better on his return from Dublin.

Sunday 20th —I went according to invitation to wait on the Sheares to dinner between 4 and 5. I had a conference with the elder, I told him what had happened between Sergeant Connors and I, he appeared much surprised at the man's not trusting [? indistinct] me, but attributed it to his caution. He said that a man was at that moment out at Lehaunstown with Connors and that I should find no difficulty in conversing with him on my return. The younger came in and the older went out, he produced a letter out of his pocket on the back of which there appeared to be about 13 or 14 names taken down by way of memorandum, he read from it the names of Sergeant Mullins, Sergeant McDonel and Irwin [? indistinct], who he said was at the time at the Rocks [? indistinct] on detachment. . . The younger told me that he had called at Lawless's but that he had not been admitted, and therefore considered he had secreted [? indistinct] himself. 

On 6 March Armstrong summed the whole thing up as follows:

The dreadful conspiracy, which aimed at the destruction of Ireland, its separation from England and consequendy the subversion of the British empire, was discovered and defeated by the wisdom and mercy of providence.

In the light of the foregoing, one could be excused for feeling that providence did not need to dip too deeply into its store of wisdom and mercy to discover and defeat so inefficient a conspiracy.

PÓL Ó DUIBHIR.

