
Select documents 
XXVI ' THE MAN O N  A TRICYCLE ': W. H. DUIGNAN 

AND IRELAND, 1881-5 

T he Man on a Tricycle (a person of the name of Dignum [sic]) 
has been careering a little too fast ',' wrote Captain O'Shea on 
19 January 1885. O'Shea does not appear previously to  have 

heard of the tricyclist in question,' whose name he did not even spell 
correctly. Indeed, the careering tricyclist, William Henry Duignan - 
to give him his full and correct name - was hardly the sort of person 
whose acquaintance O'Shea would have considered worth while 
cultivating. 

A few months before O'Shea wrote the words just quoted, 
Duignan had returned from the second of two tricycle tours in 
Ireland - the adventures that occasioned O'Shea's quip. O n  24 
October 1884 he had written Joseph Chamberlain a long letter 
describing his experiences and irnpres~ions,~ Chamberlain's somewhat 

Copy, sent to Chamberlain, of O'Shea's letter to Parnell, 19 Jan. 
1885 (Joseph Chamberlain papers, for which see n. 3, below; printed 
above, viii. 246). 

This seems evident from the copy of O'Shea's letter to Parnell, 
19 Jan: 1885. I have not found any previous reference to ' Dignum ' 
or Dulgnan ' in O'Shea's letters among the Chamberlain papers. 

Duignan to Chamberlain, 24 Oct. 1884 (printed below). For the 
date of this letter see below. This and the other letters cited in this 
article or printed below are among the papers of Joseph Chamberlain, 
now in the Library of the University of Birmingham. I am indebted to 
the Librarian of the University for permission to publish them here. 
The documents that relate to Duignan comprise . (i) Thirteen MS letters 
from Duignan to Chamberlain, 1874-94. (ii) MS copies of Chamberlain's 
more important letters to Duignan, 1884-93. (iii) Typewritten copies 
of twenty-three letters from Chamberlain to Duignan, 1873-94, made 
from MS originals lent by the late Carl Duignan (son of W. H. Duignan) 
to Chamberlain's executors. (iv) Twelve MS !etters from Chamberlain 
to Duignan, 1881-94, bought in 1939 from a book-seller. (v) Letters to 
Duignan from various correspondents bought in the same book-seller's lot. 
(vi) Letters to Duignan from various correspondents, written in connexion 
with the ' central board ' scheme and forwarded by him to Chamberlain 
in Feb. 1885. (vii) Chamberlain's correspondence with Morley and 
O'Shea. 
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belated reply to which, dated 17 D e ~ e m b e r , ~  was of some importance, 
containing, as it did, his first formulation of what came to be known 
as the Irish ' central board ' or ' national council ' scheme.' Duignan's 
connexion with this scheme has puzzled more than one writer. Thus 
Katharine O'Shea - or whoever the literary ghost was who wrote 
the book published under her name - referred to Chamberlain's 
letter of 1 7  December 1884 as having been ' addressed to " M r  W. 
H.  Duignan" ', printing the name between inverted commas and 
giving no explanation of the identity of the person concerned.' Not 
unnaturally the late Henry Harrison concluded that ' W. H. Duignan ' 
was an ' alias for W. H.  O'Shea ' .7 His mistake was rendered all the 
more understandable by the coincidence that Duignan and O'Shea 
had the same initials - indeed the same Christian names. 

There is no doubt that Duignan was a real person. Moreover, he 
deserves to be remembered, not merely on account of his part in 
the ' central board ' episode, but also because he was one of the very 
few men in England in the early eighteen-eighties who took the 
trouble to travel in Ireland and study conditions there at first hand. 
The letters that he wrote to Chamberlain recounting what he saw 
and heard on these journeys have been preserved among the latter's 
papers and are still of interest.' 

William Henry Duignan was born at Walsall in 1 8 2 4 5 n d  was 
baptized in the parish church of that town on 2 0  August of the same 
year.'' His surname indicates that he was of Irish descent but he 
appears to have pronounced it 'Dignan' ''--perhaps O'Shea's spelling 
mistake was the result of this deviation from the usual custom. His 

Printed in T h e  Times,  6 July 1893, and above, viii. 240-2. 
See 'Joseph Chamberlain, Parnell and the Irish " central board " 

scheme, 1884-5 ' (above, viii. 324-61). 
Katharine O'Shea (Mrs Charles Stewart Parnell), Charles Stewart 

Parnell : his love story and political life, ii. 202, 278. 
Henry Harrison, Parnell vindicated, p. 443. See also pp. 293 n. and 

356. Captain Harrison once told me in conversation that this was the 
only point in Parnell vindicated concerning which he was prepared to 
admit that he had been mistaken. 

See n. 3 above. 
Obituary notice in the Birmingham Daily Post (hereafter cited as 

' B.D.P.'), 28 Mar. 1914. 
lo Register of baptisms, Walsall parish church. 
111 am indebted for this information to Mr E. H. Dance, of 

Wolverhampton, who was formerly acquainted with the late Carl 
Duignan, son of William Henry Duignan. 
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importance to his views.45 His reaction to Chamberlain's ' central 
board ' overture revealed no profound understanding of Irish aspir- 
a t i o n ~ . ~ ~  His forecast of Parnell's course of action at the 1885 general 
election was wide of the mark.47 Nevertheless, he was a brave and 
energetic man who sincerely desired to learn the truth and to remedy 
injustice. 

Of the thirteen letters from Duignan to Chamberlain that survive, 
six, all written in the period 1881-5 and all concerned with Irish 
matters, are printed below. They are holographs with the exception 
of that of 24 October I 884, which has, however, additions in Duignan's 
own handwriting, and that of 19 November 1885. All are printed 
as in the originals except that the use of capitals has been standardised 
and abbreviations expanded according to the practice of this journal. 

45 J. E. Kenny to Duignan, 22 Oct. 1884; T. D. Sullivan to Duignan, 
26 Dec. I 884 and I Feb. I 891 ; T. M. Healy to Duignan, I I Jan. I 885 
(copy; printed above, viii. 243-5) and 12 and 14 July 1893. The first 
letter from Sullivan and all three from Healy relate to the 'central 
board ' scheme. 

46 See above, viii. 333, 338. 
47 See Duignan to Chamberlain, 19 Nov. 1885 (printed below). 

I .  W. H. Duignan to Joseph Chamberlain, 6 Nov.  1881 

Rushall Hall1 
near Walsall 

6 November 1881 
My dear Sir, 

My mind is much troubled concerning Ireland and I cannot bring 
it to believe that the policy of the government is the true or right policy. 
It  gives me no concern to differ from 'Her Majesty's Government' 
but to disagree with you and Mr Bright is, to me, a serious business to 
be attended to and disposed of, so I have resolved to go to Ireland and 
study the subject on the spot and I want you to be good enough, if 
you see no objection, to give me an introductory card to Mr Forster 
or Mr Herbert Gladst~ne.~ I am armed for the 'patriotic' but desire 
to see also from the ' official ' side. 

' See n. 2 I, above. 
'Herbert Gladstone was a junior lord of the treasury, attached to the Irish 

office. He  was in Ireland in the autumn of 1881. (Viscount Gladstone, After 
thirty years, 1928, p p  267-72.) 
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The minds of men are much sobered since 1881, and I observed an 
improvement even upon last year. You do not hear the same passionate 
and sometimes violent sentiments: there is an evident belief amongst 
them that they are playing a winning game, and that violence would be 
injurious. This is certainly the view taken by the leaders of the people, 
and outrage of any kind is universally condemned and deplored, though 
it is not judged as we should judge it . they give to the offender the same 
credit as they give to the government - good intentions. 

As to business matters, people seem more contented and better off 
than with us; the farmers paying less rents and being better off have 
more money to lay out with the traders, and as to the gentlemen the 
tradesmen say they never were of much use to thein, and the loss of 
their custom is trifling as compared with the increased custom of thr 
farmers. 

There appears to be no tendency to confidence in any English 
statesman or party, but distrust is commonly expressed, and the universal 
policy appears to be to fight for their own hands without regard for 
anybody else's. This is not only the policy of the leaders but is freely 
expressed by all classes of their supporters. You appear to be the best 
thought of of any member of the cabinet, both by the people and their 
leaders; and I heard your courtesy to Irish members extolled by several 
of them. 

The spread of temperance among all classes of the people is obvious 
especially in the country, and the small towns where the influence of 
the clergy and of temperance advocates is most felt. I was told that 
great numbers of the clergy of all denominations are now total abstainers. 
The grocers' shops throughout the country I found always well supplied 
with non-intoxicating drinks for which I was informed there was an 
increasing demand. 

These are the only matters which occur to me as likely to interest you. 

I am, My dear Sir, 
Yours faithfully, 

Mr H. Duignan 

[P.S.] I do not think the people stand in any fear of the coercion acts 
for they are exceedingly outspoken. I visited many ex-suspects. 
All I came in contact with were respectable traders or farmers 
in good esteem among their neighbours. 

Pray do not trouble yourself to reply to this or even acknow- 
ledge it. I know you must have much to do." 

T o  The Right Honourable 
Joseph Chamberlain M.P 

' T h e  post-script is in Duignan's own hand-writing. 
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