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Peter Denman

Ferguson and Blackwood’s: the
Formative Years

Our awareness of Samuel Ferguson’s presence in the history of
Anglo-Irish literature has inevitably been filtered through Yeats’s
several acknowledgements of his contribution — and Yeats’s per-
ception of the nineteenth-century poet was coloured both by his
own aspirations as a writer and by his emerging vision of how an
Anglo-Irish literary tradition might develop.! The principal source
for biographical information about Ferguson is his wife’s Sir
Samuel Ferguson in the Ireland of his Day (2 vols, Edinburgh,
1896) which, while aiming at comprehensiveness, naturally places
the emphasis on the later decades of his life. This was the period
best known to Lady Ferguson herself, for the couple first met in
1847 when he was already in his late thirties and with a con-
siderable part of his writing career already behind him. The Ireland
of Ferguson’s day, as it emerges from the biography, is very much
the high Victorian Ireland of the later nineteenth century, in
which Ferguson had attained eminence in several spheres of
cultural and social activity.

A more continuous, and more immediate, account of Ferguson
the writer is to be had from his letters to successive editors of
Blackwood’s Edinburgh Magazine. This correspondence, which
extends from 1832, when he was twenty-one, to his death in
1886, 1s preserved among the “Blackwood Papers” in the National
Library of Scotland. These letters were evidently not available
to Lady Ferguson, even though her biography of her husband was
published by Blackwood. There are ninety-seven in all, most of
them concerned with actual or possible contributions to the
Mmagazine but touching also on matters of personal and general
Interest. They give a particularly detailed picture of Ferguson’s
earliest and most active period of his association with Blackwood’s,
between 1832 and 1838, when he was still in his mid-twenties and
In his formative years as a writer.

I
Before making the breakthrough to Blackwood’s, Ferguson’s first

E}Jblish‘ed pieces had appeared in the Ulster Magazine, a monthly
ased in his native Belfast. It was edited by Charles Teeling, and

1.

‘_D‘WfS, Mangan,' Ferguson?: Tradition & The Irish Writer, Writings by W.B. Yeats
and Thomas Kinsella (Dublin: Dolmen Press, 1970), pp. 68-69.
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contained a mixture of commentary, fiction and verse in a format
which imitated that of the successful Blackwood’s Edinburgh
Magazine. It was not to enjoy the longevity of its original, how-
ever, lasting only from 1830 to 1832. During 1830 and 1831
Ferguson contributed at least six poems to it, among them an
early version of “Willy Gilliland”” which was later included in his
Lays of the Western Gael.> He made his first appearance in Black-
wood’s with considerable éclat in February 1832, when his poem
“The Forging of the Anchor” was included in the “Noctes Ambro-
sianae” instalment for that month.® In a letter written several
decades later, Ferguson claimed that the poem, one of the best-
known pieces in the nineteenth century, “underwent a rejection
before its appearance in ‘Blackwood’ ”.* It seems likely that
Teeling was the editor who let “The Forging of the Anchor’ get
away from him.

The earliest letter from Ferguson to William Blackwood was
written in the aftermath of the poem’s publication, with Ferguson
eagerly offering to supply more in a similar maritime vein, and
mentioning also that he is engaged on a “metrical romance in six
cantos containing about five thousand lines”.> His letter further
indicates that two other poems included in the same “Noctes™
were written by him. These two, which he had submitted anony-
mously, have not previously been attributed to Ferguson. They
are ‘“Roger Goodfellow”, which is a translation of Pierre De
Beranger’s song ‘“Roger Bontemps’, and a version of the Seventh
Epode of Horace, “Quo, quo, scelesti ruitis?’® Whether or not
Ferguson so intended, the song is given an explicitly contemporary

2.  Lays of the Western Gael (London, 1865 [for 1864]). His contributions to the
Ulster Magazine which I have identified are: (i) *‘Sir Kenneth Kerr’’, a narrative
ballad in Scottish style, Vol. I (March 1830), pp. 37-38; (ii) “To the Anti-* % % x
Society™, a song in praise of drink, Vol. I (March 1830), p. 182; (iii) ‘“Ulster
Ballads — No. 1: The Rescue of the Mare”, an early version of “Willy Gilliland”
which was included in Lays of the Western Gael, Vol. Il (January 1831), pp. 37-
38; (iv) “The Expostulation of the Honourable Lord Augustus Touchmenot with
Earl Grey”, an ironical anti-Reform piece, Vol. II (March 1831), pp. 160-61;
(v) “Ulster Ballads — No. II: Una Phelimy”, which Ferguson used again with
“Willy Gilliland” and “Young Dobbs” in the January 1836 issue of the Dublin
University Magazine, Vol. I (March 1831), pp. 174-75; (vi) “Two Songs of Horace
— To False Sweethearts”, translations entitled “To Barine” and “To Pyrrha”,
Vol. II (April 1831), pp. 230-31. All the pieces are signed “S.F.”, with the excep—
tion of (iii) which is unsigned.

Vol. XXXI, pp. 281-83.

Sir Samuel Ferguson in the Ireland of his Day, 2 vols (Edinburgh: 1896) (here-
after SSFID), 1, p. 275.

5. 2 February 1832, National Library of Scotland (hereafter NLS) 4032 f 249.
Vol. XXXI, p. 276.
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reference in the exchanges surrounding it in the “Noctes”. The
winter of 1831-32 was a season of political uncertainty as the
Reform Bill stumbled along its way to becoming law, and the
poem is presented as a rallying-song to the downcast Tory reader-
ship of Blackwood’s who felt menaced by the aims of Grey’s
government. Contemporary political reference is more pointed in
the “Horatian Version’’, which is headed “On Meeting the Birming-
ham Mob, Dec. 1831, In adapting Horace’s poem on civil unrest,
Ferguson engages energetically with the high-running feelings
which followed the Bristol riots two months previously, and which
had led the Political Union in Birmingham to organise itself as an
independent local militia.

Whither away, ye dirty devils?

Why have ye drawn your fire-shovels,
Shoulder’d your pokers, and left your hovels?
Not enough yet of your Bristol revels?’

Ferguson had two further contributions in Blackwood’s during
1832: “The Wet Wooing; A Narrative of 98’ in April, and ““Light
and Darkness” in October.® “The Wet Wooing”, a long prose
fiction set in Ferguson’s native Ulster during the autumn of 1798,
tells the story of a young soldier who meets and falls in love with
the daughter of a rebel commander. The courtship leads him steadily
into the fugitive society of the rebels as they wait to escape to
France. The story represents, however clumsily, an attempt to
bring two traditions into conjunction. The obvious model is Scott’s
Waverley: the young soldier in the service of the crown embarks
on a discovery of the alternative tradition and becomes sentimen-
tally involved with it. With its Irish setting and the scrupulous
rendering of Ulster speech, the story gives an early indication of a
concern with specifically Irish material which later predominates
in Ferguson’s writing, antiquarianism, and political attitudes.
“Light and Darkness” was an unremarkable poem; its publication
prompted an aggrieved comment from Ferguson expressing his
surprise and regret that “it should have made it’s [sic] appearance
without any signature”.?® He was becoming keen to make a name
for himself.

His hopes for doing this rested principally on the poetical
romance in cantos, which is mentioned several times during the

7. Vol. XXXI, p. 285.
8. Vol. XXXI, p. 624; Vol. XXXII, pp. 681-83.
9. 15 October 1832, NLS 4032 f 269.
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year. At the end of June he wrote of it as being nearly complete !°
and soon afterwards he submitted it to Blackwood. It did not meet
with approval, however, and in August he was writing: “I purpose
altering my long Poem in the arrangement of the Cantos and will
probably be obliged to keep it for a few months before I can
satisfy myself in the change and submit it again to you™.!!

This is the last we hear of this early essay in long narrative
poetry, at least as far as Blackwood's is concerned.

Other pieces were submitted by Ferguson during this, his first
year as contributor. Some of them were not published until 1833,
while others, like the poem in cantos, did not get into print at all
in Blackwood’s. Among the latter were a verse broadside directed
against the newly established radical monthly, Tait’s Edinburgh
Magazine '* a tale called “The Clouded Honeymoon” which
evidently was a follow-up to the success of “The Wet Wooing”,
and a paper poking fun at the contemporary invention mania and
the “March of Machinery” men.!3 Ferguson was nothing if not
eclectic in his range of subject-matter.

The most important event in Ferguson’s relationship with the
magazine in this first year was the visit he made to Edinburgh in
April 1832, en route from Belfast to London to keep his terms as
a law student at Lincoln’s Inn. He spent ten days in the Scottish
capital, and Lady Ferguson prints an enthusiastic description by
him of his contacts with the Blackwood family and with other
writers for “Maga”.!* He was given introductions to several people
in London: Thomas Cadell, the publisher, William Johnston, who
wrote in Blackwood’s on Irish affairs, and George Cruikshank. At
the time of his first contributions to Blackwood’s, fifteen years
after its commencement, the magazine enjoyed a comfortable
superiority over its rivals and imitators. Affairs were prospering,
with a monthly circulation of 8,000 having been reached the pre-
vious year.!’® It was a vigorous unofficial mouthpiece of Tory
political opinion, and it published some of the liveliest periodical
fiction. The founder of the magazine, William Blackwood (1776-
1834), had in the early years enlisted the distinguished editorial

10. 29 June 1832, NLS 4032 f 261.
11. 6 August 1832, NLS 4032 f 265.

12. 9 March 1832, NLS 4890 ff 84, 85. This piece, entitled ““Captain North’s Log”,
is the only manuscript of any of Ferguson’s contributions to survive among the
Blackwood’s Papers.

13. 11 June 1832, NLS 4032 f 259;6 August 1832, NLS 4032 f 265.
14. SSFID, 1, pp. 25-26.
15. M. Oliphant, Annals of a Publishing House, 2 vols (New York, 1897-98),11,p. 102.
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assistance of John Wilson, J.G. Lockhart, James Hogg and William
Maginn, but by now he and his sons had taken over a greater degree
of editorial control themselves. An indication of the magazine’s
increasing success was its move to imposing new offices at 45 George
Street in 1830, and in the same year the Blackwood family moved
tor Ainslie Place in Edinburgh’s New Town; it was at this address
that the young Irish recruit was received on several occasions in
April 1832.

II

The various introductions from Blackwood served Ferguson well
in London, where he remained until returning to Belfast in early
July. The Reform Bill was reaching its climax, and it was an
exciting summer to be in London, even for one who considered
himself “a bad authority on politics”.'® Bad authority or not, his
next contribution to Blackwood’s, in January 1833, was made up
of political squibs — verses gathered under the title “An Irish
Garland”. In these four songs it is evident that Ferguson’s political
consciousness is governed by constitutional concerns. The levellers
whom he depicts as gathering for the lifting of the revolutionary
Tricolour trace their lineage back through the Bristol riots to the
July Revolution in Paris in 1830:

When last to the banquet we gather’d around her,
The Seine for three days with our feasting was dyed;
Blest Paris we left more enslaved than we found her,
And Bristol in flames to our revels replied.!”

Any faint sympathy with nationalism which may have been dis-
cernible in “The Wet Wooing™ is here quite absent; the attitude
and tone are of a kind with other verse pieces, such as the two
anonymous translations in the ‘““Noctes Ambrosianae” and the
unpublished broadside against 7ait’s Edinburgh Magazine.

“An Irish Garland™ inaugurated a very active year in Ferguson’s
association with Blackwood’s, and seven of the thirteen numbers
for 1833 carried his work. In February there was “The Forrest-
Race Romance”, another short story set in the latter half of the
eighteenth century and again with a lot of marine action, but this
time taking place off the south coast of England. Ferguson was a

16. 11 June 1832, NLS 4032 f 259.
17.  Vol. XXXIII, pp. 87-88.
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keen amateur sailor in his youth,'® and this experience provided
him with useful background detail for several of his writings, from
“The Forging of the Anchor” through to the sea-passages in
Congal. In “The Forrest-Race Romance” there is a fine scene in
which the narrator finds himself alone on an unignited fire-ship
under full sail in the Channel before ending up in the quiet waters
of Forrest-Race where the ship catches fire !

The following month’s number contained a poem, “The Fairy
Well” 2 which had been sent to Blackwood’s together with
another, “The Fairy Thorn”. Only the one poem was published
in Blackwood’s, much to Ferguson’s chagrin: ““The Fairy Well’
is doubly unfortunate — it should follow, not precede the ‘Thorn’
and the printers have managed to deform it by the greatest blun-
ders.”?! “The Fairy Thorn’ was eventually published the following
year, on its own, in the Dublin University Magazine;** it has
become one of Ferguson’s most admired lyrics and has been
reprinted on many occasions. Its intended companion-piece,
meanwhile, has languished in undeserved obscurity, leaving “The
Fairy Thorn™ rather less than Ferguson intended it to be. “The
Fairy Well” tells of Una Baun, a young girl who is weighed down
by great sorrow and wishes she could escape to fairy-land with
Anna Grace — the girl whose abduction by the fairies is described
in the other poem. Seeking the ease of forgetfulness by drinking
at the well of Lagnanay, she fades away and is seen no more. The
distant languor of rhythm which characterises ‘““The Fairy Thorn”
is less evident here, and the poem relies on narrated incident com-
bined with the returns of a refrain in each stanza for its effect.
However, it is so closely related in theme to the better-known
poem as to be almost integral to it.?3

Ferguson’s next contribution to Blackwood’s was four “Songs
After the French of Beranger”, a return to some of the material
he had used on his first appearance there.?* Almost forgotten

18. He mentions his sailing activities in letters of 4 August 1832, NLS 4032 f 263,
and 15 October 1832, NLS 4032 f 269.

19.  Vol. XXXIII (February 1833), pp. 245-260.
20.  Vol. XXXIII, p. 667.

21. 29 March 1833, NLS 4035 f 208.

22.  Vol. III (March 1834), pp. 331-32.

23. A later Ulster poet seems to have retained a memory of “The Fairy Well”. The
distinctive refrain of the first stanza, “Mournfully, sing mournfully”, occurs also
as a refrain in another poem about a lost girl, “The Sea-Field” by Joseph Camp-
bell (Seosamh MacCathmhaoil), Poems ed. Austin Clarke (Dublin: Allen Figgis,
1963), p. 43.

24.  Vol. XXXIII (May 1833), pp. 844-45.
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nowadays, Pierre de Beranger (1780-1857) enjoyed immense
] popularity as a writer of songs in early nineteenth-century France,
r and the extent of his fame in Britain at the time was sufficient to
warrant his inclusion in Fraser’s “Gallery of Illustrious Literary
[I Characters” in March 1835.2° Ferguson was one of the earliest to
: essay translations of his work; later translators included “Father
Prout” (Francis Mahony) and Thackeray. Other pieces from Fer-
> guson during 1833 were “The Death-Song of Regner Lodbrog™
in June, “Nora Boyle” in September, and “The Return of Clane-
boy”” in December.?¢ The first of these is a long poem, supposedly
a song chanted by the Norse hero as he met his death in a pit of
» serpents. Ferguson’s text is accompanied by footnotes and a long
commentary on the recorded details of Regner’s life. This scholarly
appasatus was the fruit of his spells in the British Museum, which
he frequented while in London during the winter of 1833, and it
foreshadows the extensive notes which were affixed to Congal.
“Nora Boyle” is a short and melodramatic tale about an attempt
» to dispose of an infant heir so as to benefit the evil Sir Richard
Morton. He has beguiled the servant-girl Nora into aiding him,
but, after a night-time encounter in which she comes to realise the
wickedness of Sir Richard, the child is saved, the villain drowned,
and Nora dies repentant and forgiven.
When submitting “Nora Boyle”, Ferguson had written “It is
! not one of the projected series I spoke of but a short tale indepen-
dent of history”.?” This series of historical tales, of which “The

| Return of Claneboy” was to be the first, eventually took the form
of the Hibernian Nights’ Entertainments; most of the tales were
1 published in the Dublin University Magazine between December

'1834 and May 1836 under that title. The series was originally
intended for Blackwood’s, which published “The Return of Clane-
boy” and “Shane O’Neill’s Last Amour”.2® Both of these were
i Included in the three-volume Hibernian Nights’ Entertainments in
1887, the latter retitled primly “An Adventure in the Life of Shane
O’Neill” ?® These tales reflected Ferguson’s growing interest in

25. Vol. XI (March 1835), p. 300. .

26.  Blackwood’s, Vol. XXXIII, pp. 910-23; vol. XXXIV, pp. 344-50 and pp. 929-52.
27. 3 June 1833, NLS 4035 f 211.

28.  Vol. XXXV, pp. 249-66.

29.  An edition was published in New York in 1857: The Hibernian Nights’ Entertain-
ments by Semuel Ferguson, Editor of the Dublin University Magazine, Author of
“_The Forging of the Anchor”. This edition, apparently pirated, is not listed in
blbliographies of Ferguson’s work. It is of interest in that it is his first appearance
In book form other than in anthologies. This volume contains only those pieces

Which appeared in the Dublin University Magazine (of which Ferguson was never
an editor),
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history, fed by the material he found in the British Museum and in
Lambeth Palace. A letter written in March 1834, after his return
to Belfast, tells Blackwood that he has now “accumulated a great
quantity of matter on Irish history & antiquities” and offers further
pieces of the same kind as “Shane O’Neill”’, “which took very well
here’’.3% The last phrase indicates Ferguson’s growing awareness of
a specifically Irish readership for his work, a readership for which
he was eventually to find the Dublin University Magazine a more
effective medium. But his links with Blackwood’s, and with the
access to a more broadly based audience which it provided, were
never abandoned and remained a factor in his literary career to the
end.

[1I

The Dublin University Magazine had started publication in January
1833, while Ferguson was in London. On his return to Ireland in
June of that year he naturally began to cultivate the University as
an outlet. His first contribution was a poem, “Don Gomez and
the Cid”, in August 18333 and from that October until late
1837 the magazine carried one or two pieces from him nearly
every month. In spite of his long and often close association with
the Dublin University Magazine, Ferguson was not one of the
founder members,3? and he did not come to live in Dublin untif
early in 1834 when he registered as a student at Trinity College.??
Several of his contributions to the Dublin University Magazine were
offerings that had failed to make the pages of Blackwood'’s. Apart
from the series of Hibernian Nights’ Entertainments which, as we
have seen, was actually commenced in “Maga”, there were also
“The History of Pierce Bodkin” and “The Fairy Thorn”.3* It is
also likely that “The Stray Canto” 3 a verse tale set in England at
the time of the crusades, has in fact strayed from ‘“‘the metrical

30. 11 March 1834, NLS 4038 f 239.
31.  Vol.1I (August 1833), p. 143.

32. In his monograph Dublin University Magazine; Its History, Contents and Bibli-
ography (Dublin: Bibliographical Society of Ireland, 1938), Michael Sadleir
mistakenly lists Ferguson among the founders of the magazine (p. 63).

33.  Alumni Dubliniensis: A Register of the Students, Graduates, Professors and Pro-
vosts of Trinity College in the University of Dublin (1593-1860), edited by the
late G.D. Burtchaell and Thomas U. Sadleir, New Edition (Dublin: Alex Thom,
1935).

34. Vol Il (October 1832), pp. 456-64; vol. III (March 1834), p. 331.
35. Vol. IV (July 1834), pp. 72-78.
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romance in 6 cantos’’ which Ferguson had submitted unsuccessfully
to Blackwood’s in 1832. Of the “Three Ballads’ published in the
University in January 1836, both “Una Phelimy” and an earlier
version of “Willy Gilliland” had already been printed in the “Ulster
Magazine”. Ferguson had since incorporated both of these, as well
as the third of the trio, ‘“Young Dobbs”, into a tale submitted to
Blackwood’s in May 1832;3 this tale was not published, so the
poems were recycled for the University nearly four years later.

The most notable contribution which Ferguson made to the
University was his four-part review of Hardiman’s Irish Minstrelsy ,
which appeared between April and November 1834.%7 This too
had originally been intended for Blackwood’s; indeed, the evidence
indicates that these essays and their accompanying translations of
Irish poems, which stand at the very fountain-head of modern
Anglo-Irish writing, owe their existence to a suggestion made by
William Blackwood. Such being the case, some of the often-
remarked peculiarities of Ferguson’s review immediately become
less puzzling.

Just before leaving London in 1833 Ferguson wrote to his
editor:

The Museum is closed till the 3rd of June so that I cannot
make out the collection you mention. I am but a grammar
scholar in Irish as yet, but I hope soon to be able to trans-
late and would be delighted to follow up your suggestion.3®

Blackwood had suggested to Ferguson that he work on a collection
of translations from the Irish; the phrase ‘“make out™ used by
Ferguson may mean “‘compile” or “decipher’’. This was prompted
by Ferguson’s having already furnished Blackwood’s with verse-
translations from a variety of sources, especially “The Death-Song
of Regner Lodbrog”. There were also his Irish prose romances
which showed a growing familiarity with the Irish background.
That William Blackwood should have been the begetter of Fer-
guson’s work on Irish poetry is not so unlikely as it might at first
appear. One of the characteristics of his magazine was its eclecticism
regarding literatures other than English, and a decade previously it
had published six of J.J. Callanan’s versions from the Irish.3°

Three months after Blackwood’s original suggestion Ferguson,

36. 8 May 1832, NLS 4032 f 255; 14 May 1832, NLS 4032 f 257.
37. DUM,vol. VII (January 1836), pp. 66-71.

38. 31 May 1833, NLS 4035 f 211.

39.  Vol. XIII, pp. 209-15.
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by now on friendly terms with some of the leading Irish scholars
of his day, was writing to George Petrie: “Pray make my respects
to O’Donovan, and tell him I have begun Irish, and have translated
all [ want of Hardiman”.*® This work on Hardiman is evidently
what Blackwood had had in mind, and in Ferguson’s next letter
to him the project has taken on the character of a review.

As you anticipated I find ample materials for a service to the

[rish Minstrelsy. I hand you the two first Nos and if you like

can have as much more. I tried it first with as grave a treat-

ment as I could give it, but [ have found no other style than

that [ have adopted would answer. . . . If you like the Review

[ would take it as a great favor if you would send on the
proofs to correct.*!

Ten days later he is still concerned about the tone of what he has
written: “You will find in N° | of the Minstrelsy that [ have said
somethings perhaps too broadly; I trust to your better knowledge
of what is correct to mark such on the proof that I may if neces-
sary alter them”.*? The papers were not to appear in Blackwood’s,
however, and by January he was writing I send you something
which I hope you like better than the Minstrelsy”’.*3 It seems clear
that the substance of the papers which began appearing in the
University from April on was familiar to Blackwood, for in March
Ferguson remarked to him in an aside “I have been doing a good
deal lately for the University Magazine where I begin the Minstrelsy
next month”. %

As printed in the Dublin University Magazine, all four papers
exhibit that liveliness of style about which Ferguson had been
slightly apprehensive, and none of them more than the first,
which Malcolm Brown has called ‘“‘the most interesting, enlighten-
ing, and perverse critical essay in the canon of Irish literature.*3
However, the relationship between the two (of a projected four)
essays submitted to Blackwood’s and the four which subsequently
appeared in the University is problematical. For instance, are the
“translations” first prompted by Blackwood and mentioned in the
letter to Petrie those literal prose translations embedded in the

40. SSFID,1,p.42.

41. 5 November 1833, NLS 4035 f 213.

42. 15 November 1833, NLS 4035 f 215.

43. 7 January 1834, NLS 4038 f 235.

44. 11 March 1834, NLS 4038 f 239.

45.  Sir Samuel Ferguson (Lewisburg: Bucknell University Press, 1973), p. 51.
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