CHAPTER H

The Family at Roscommon

In summary, it can he said that the likely situation of the McWilliam family was
Lhat, al some stage between the years of 1812 and 1844 (more precisely probably lei-
ween 1833 and 1830), John MeWilliam returned from Scotalnd to County Roscommon., 1f it
was alter 1832 it would have been with his new wife, Rebecca. John and Rebecea (nee
Muss) were married in London at 'Old 5t Pancred', he aged twenty-one and she one year
younger. It would seem that the name of this church, as shown on the Fntry of Death,
was # corruplion of "5t Pancras'.

In hia book, london (65), Arthur Mee writes:

++. in Pancras Koad we came upon a brick which is thrilling to see, for it
is a Roman brick [rom the ruins of one of cur oldest churches, the church
dedicatred to St Pancras by 5t Augustine (first Archbishop of Canterbury,
AD 597) at Canterbury. 'The brick is in the nave of St Pancras's 1little
old church of St Pancras, a 13th century church remodelled last coentury in
Fhe Norman style.

Iv could well he that it was here, in this little old 13th century church, that
Jolin MeWilliam and Rebecca Moss were married. The year would have been c.1833. Did
John's parents attend the service, one wonders ? Were his parents, Alexamnder and Anne
and family all on their way back to Ireland at the time ? Did John's father and
mother in fact leave Scotland at all ? The only clue to the answer to the last st —
ion is that William never made any reference to his grandparents being at Roscommon.,
Maybe they remained in Scotalnd. These and other questions are easy to ask but at
Lhis distance of time scem impossible to answer,

We can speculate further and wonder whether John transferred to Ireland firat
and, having arrived there, sought ewployment with his distant kinsman, the landlord of
the 'Clanricarde estate' 7 0Or did he arrange in advance to go and work on the proper—
ty 7 He wight conceivably have been invited by Lord [llick John or his liecutenant Lo
conme

Whatever the answers to these gquestions might be, we are able to be sure that
John and Rebecca were living st the lodge of this estate when Lheir second son, William
{born 1844), could first remember. We know little of Rebecca. There is some confu=-
ion, in the records, even about her given name. The copy of the certilicate of Entry
of Death gives her name as Rebecca McWilliam clearly enough, but her husband's shows
it as Jane, and her son's (ie William's death certificate) as Rachael. Philip Walker—
Taylor, one of her oldest great-grandsons, maintains that it was Mary. Looking at all
the evidence, the present writer is convinced that her name was Rebecea, possibly
Rebecca Jane, but certainly Eebecca.

What has come Lo light is that she was born in England at Stony Stratford, a
town in Bedfordshire some 40km NNW of cenlral TLondon. She was of Jewish descent, but
presumably of Christian religious persuasion, Her date of birth was between 2.8.1513
and 2.8.1814, Her father was a farmer by the name of Thomas Moss and her molher was
Rebecca (nee Grace). She died in Christchurch, New Zealand, on 2 Aupnst 1901 apged 87
years, cight of her eleven children surviving her. See Family Iree Chart on page 28.
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Her husband, John, was born, as already recorded in Scollaml during Lhe caleadar
year 1812 {or on one of the last three days of the year before). lle died on 28 Decem-
ber aged 69 years, We have an informaLive and interesting glimpse of the man through
the eves of his daughter-in-law, the mother of Neville McWilliam. He wrote:-

My mother who was "Fnglish Lo Lhe backbone" in both church and state...

had much respect, but little liking for the old gentleman. From what my
mother Lold me, my grandtather appears to have been what would have been
termed "a loyal Trishman'. He appears Lo have had little time tor the Lng-
lish, whom, from his extensive reading of history, he regarded as the
anlhors of A#11 Treland's woes.

This pgreat—grandson of his, from his recent extensive reading of Trish history, is
strongly inclined to agree with him - Sorry Rosina !

At this stage it is possible to ascertain the names of only seven of John and
Rebecea McWilliam's children. The oldest was one of the family who failed to emigrate
te New Zealand, for there i1s a delinite report that Jobn (Junior}, who was boro aloul
L8348, remained in Ireland. In any case, he died in London. The year of his death is
given as 191, mking him abour 72 years at the time of his demise.

The next child of John and Rebecca was Mary, the latinised Toem, Maria, olter he-
ing usell, it seems.  This name was pronounced in the old manner, such as to rhyme with
the word afire, Her brother, William, in reminiscing about her in his old age to his
granddaughter, Fanny Morrisby (nee McWilliam) and her brother, Bonald, wsed oflten Lo
refer Lo "your great-aunt Maria'., She was the one who married Arthur Albert Fantham
and more will be recorded of her (and hion) later, In the meancime it is perhaps auff-
icient te say that she was born on 10 April 1842 and died on 6 February 1919 a1l KNew

Plymouth in New FYealand. 5She was buried in Hawera Cemetery.

In chronological order William came next. His birthday was 17 January 1844,
Neville McWilliam asserlis that his birth was in the following year, the year after
'the calamitous potate famine'. Neville is in error here, for there is ahiodant evi-
daence that it was 1844, William always gave this year as his date of birth; his
death certificate conlirms il; =as does his obituary and his mother's death certific
atc. In any case the potato blight first appeared in Trelamd in the vear 1845 and
lasted Tor Four years which, if Neville was right, would put William's birthdate as
1846 or even later. Thus it seems certain thal il was Lhe year betore, not atter, the
[irsl year of Lhe potato crop failure. William died in Sydney on 7 October 1930, aged
26 vears. We have more informalion about him, his wife Kosina and their descendants
than any other of the children of John and Rebecca MeWilliam. Tb will be presented in
due course.

Another daughter of John and Rebecca McWilliam was 'Maggie', Lhis no doubt being

a sohriquet. for Margaret. 5She married & man by the name of Moore and lived in Christ-
church, New Zealand, st least for & Lime. Rev. Horace McWilliam, onc of her many
nephews, writes of her in his memoirs (66):-

(My McWilliam grandparents) lived in a small house (in Christchurch) in

thig well-settled, narrow thoroupghfare, vpposite Lo which house was a two-

storey one, which my grandparents owned, and in which their married

daughter and her husband and family lived (Mr and Mrs Moore).

In the same account he tells of his Tather visiting Lwo ol his sistersd in Christ
church many years later, one being Mrs Moore, 'my Aunt Maggie'., Joyce Reeder Harris®

# Joyce is Lhe granddaughter of Emily, onec of Magpie's sisters.
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writes in a recent (1983) letter: 'l know my Mother's first cousin was Arthur Moore
here in Auckland and was wanager of South British Insurance. (He) seems to have been
very well known in this City but he and his wife, Pearl, have both passed on.' Hegret
tably this is the only trace wec have of that familv.

The only other child of John and Rebecca McWilliam whose record is available was
Emily. Oue of the four female 'issue' still living, as shown on Rebecca's Death Cert-
ilficate, was born about 1849 and it seems more than likely that this was Emily. She
married James Cunningham and theo, on his decease, his hrother, BEichard,  She had ten
issue in all , and, like her sister Mary, led a most interesting life. The mother of
Jovee quoted in Lhe Tas parapgraph was one ol the chilidren, There is much concerning
her to recount. in the proper place.

UL the other Hﬁxﬁnhildlun ol Jehy smd Rebeces MeWilliam nothing has been discov
ered.  Twe presonably died in infancy, or at any rate, before their tather whose
demige, it will be remembered, was in 1BH1., ‘These two childeen may well have heen
born between 1H51 and 1858, The inlerval hetween the soccessive vears of birth of all
the Glher children ig two vears or three ycars. The only exception is between the one
born in 1851 and the one born in 1458 which is a apan of seven vears. Tn sunmary L he
years of birth of John and Rehecca's offspring and the putatively assigned children's
names are: 1838 {John junior), 1842 (Mary), 1844 (William), 1840 (wmle), 1849 (Emily),
1851 (male), 1858 (female), L1860 (female). It should be pointed out that these dates
could be in error by one year. Dates of birth of issue are not shown on death cerlif-
icates. What is given is merely ages in years at the time of Lhe deceased's passing.
It will be recalled that on Juhn's dealh certificate he is shown as having nine sur-
viving issue (ie in 1881) while on RKebecca's (1901) the number of surviving issue is
recorded as cight. The interence has been drawn earlier that one son died hetween
theae dates.

The picturc we have, as we look over the scene in the province of Connaught, Irc
land, during the period lrom about the middle of the L1830s to 1860, is a lodge at the
entrance to one of the cstates of the heolder of very extensive lands., This landhaolder,
perhaps for sowme of Lhe Lime, resides in the imposing mansion on the property. At
okher times he iz living in his main dwelling, his castle, Portumna, in county Calway.
For some of the year at least he is in London, for he is a (abinet member of sovernment
and, of course, a member of the Honse of Tords, He is the Farl of Clanricarde. One
vl lis stewards who manages the estate in Reoscommon is a junior, perhaps distant,
relative, e is John McWilliam and he and his wife, Rebecca, amd their sleven chil-
dren dinhabit the gatehouse.

Hy 1850 the terrible potato blight and the memory of itz calamitous consequences
arc beginning Lo disappear. Some of the children at the lodge are starting to attend
school,  John, Mary (Maria) and William are old enough te be classed as of school age.
Tt is a local school, presumably in the town of Roscommon itsell. The Reader will ap-—
preciate that there were {(and are) several towns in Treland with the same name as the
Counly in which they are situated. Thus the town of Galway is located in County Gal-
way, Cavan in County Cavan and Hescommon in CounlLy Roscommon,

The preat British Education Act of 1870 with its policy of 'free, secular and
compulsory' education was =111l twenty years away. Tn Treland the Chief Secretary
(Lord Stanley) had introduced in September 1831 a national school system. The eminent
Australian educational histerian, AG AusLin, writes (67) of 1r:=

Tu administer the schools a Board of Commissioners for National Education
had been established, though the local administration of each school was

# Une of these was Lucy McWilliam, who married a man by the name of Kenmard. Another
wiax Rebecca who died (1878) unmarried as the result of a fall from a horse in her
Lwenkies,
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left to the "patron’, the person wheo originally sponsored Lhe school amd
mt it in connection with the Board. The essential (eature of thase
schools was Llie allempt to bring together children of zll seccta fur a gen-
#ral literary education which, while Christian in spiril, was wndenominat-
1onal,

In addition Lo schieving a reasonable compromise on the vexatious religious
question, Lhe Trish National system was a marked improvement on what had gone before.
The plan included the sctting up of a model school for practical teaching and some
effort was made 1o prepare the teachers adequately. Textbooks and references were
prepared and these raised the gencral standard of education wherever they were in use.
These lrish achools were of such superior quality that the system soon developed a
world-wide reputation, reaching as far afield as the Colony of New South Wales. The
basic idea was that, though the property of the school was not vested in the Board of
Commissioners, the school received » prant—in-aid for salaries and hooks, provided it
pursued Lhe normal National School program.

1L sepns reagonable to assume that it was such a school that the Jobn MeWilliam
chilidren attended and that it was located in the vicinity of the town of Roscommon, 1if
not actually in the town. In later life William McWilliam used to roeminisce abour his
achool days, William was evidently something of a teacher's pet, for he used to per-
Form well in class and all schoolmasters like a successful achiever. As a result of
his cloge relations with the Leacher he received his help against the tauncs and Bully-
ing of Lhe Catholic majority. One day it was announced that vhe Board Tnspector was
Lo visit the school oftficially. When the greal man arrived he stood in front of the
class and asked Lhe schoolmaster il he taught poetry. An affirmative answer produced
the order to have a pupil recite a peem. The teacher promptly called on William Me—
William to repeat the verse of Wordsworth's famous Ode, Tntimations of Immortality,
beginning, '"There was a time when mesdow, prove, and stream... ' William related that,
though he knew the poem well, the tension of the awesome occasion drove every word out
of his head. The bemused William stood in embarrassed silence and then collapsed in
disgrace. 'The favour of Lhe masier was lost and he was no longer sheliered [rom the
abuse and torment of the Roman Catholic children.

This anecdote tells us incidentally that John McWilliam and his tamily members
were certainly Protestant. We kneow, of course, that William and his immediate descen—
dants were staunch adherents of the Established church. We also learn from this
school-days account Lhal William, in spite of his mental lapse at a ecritical moment,
was acalemically successful. His lite-leng habit of reading and his interest and high
achievement in the intellectually challenging game of chess are pointers to his academ—
ic and noelic abilities. As his obituary report puts it: 'His prowess as a chess play-
er was marked by vicrtory over former chess champions of New Zesland and New South
Wales.' When he came Lo New Zealand he studied the Maori language and became fluent
at it. He hald an intimate knowledge of Maori rites and customs.

In January 1430, aged B6, he was staying with his son and family at Lhe seaside
town of Kiama. A circus troup settled in the adjeining showpround. In his walks
around the arca William discovered thst several of the acrobatic performers were
Macris. To Lheir delight he immediately spoke to them in their own tongue. They res-
ponded with enthusiasm and it became a daily ritunal [or William to visit the perform—
er's caravan and have discourse with them in their own native language.

The present writer recalls William spying one of his school history books. He
promptly made a requesl Lo borrow it. It was Walter Murdoch's The Making of Australia
and William revelled in it, praising its literary quality and its factual presentation.
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Ferhaps his interest in matters of the intellect led him to choose a wite from an
academic tamily, the story of which will appear in due course.

William claimed in his usual modest way towards the ecnd of his life Lhat he lad
had what he called 'a ftair commercial education'. HNo doubt he stayed on at the local
lrish NaLional school, as did his brothers and sisters, till he reached the end of the
curriculum provided., Whether or not this included a 'commercial' course in Loday's
gense of the word is unclear. The only alternative which one can imagine is that he
could have atlended s more advanced course in some bigger city in Ireland, though
Lhere is no reference to such in any of the records. It is worth noting in Lhis con-
nection that there are several references to the reputation of the MeWilliam family
when it settled in New Zealand as heing highly respected and well educated people,
Lhig applying te the girls as well as William,
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