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RICHARD MARTIN

Historians can sometimes be accused of overlooking a character when they cannot be easily pigeon holed, their achievements being spread illogically over a number of different fields. When Richard Martin died in 1834 The Times, in their obituary, called him ‘the eccentric Member for Galway’ It was a label that Martin had lived with for over 50 years, but when his life is scrutinized it reveals not only rich veins of eccentricity but also tangible and lasting political and social legacies. 

Martin can rightly be attributed as the pioneer of modern day animal rights legislation and was arguably both the catalyst and driving force that led to the formation and early development of the Society for the Prevention of Cruelty to Animals. Paradoxically in his youth he attained the pedestal of being the most renowned duellist of his day. A 50-year political career spanned both the Irish and British parliaments where, as a Protestant he fought tirelessly for catholic emancipation. To this day Martin rarely receives credit for his crucial influencing of Daniel O’Connell’s Catholic Association, preventing a rebellion that would undoubtedly have resulted in another glorious but bloody failure. Martin’s approach to tenants on his estate, which formed most of what is now Connemara, prompted his friend the Prince Regent to coin the nickname ‘Humanity Dick’, an epithet that belied the fact that Martin used a combination of his violent reputation, a private army and the proceeds of smuggling to keep his numerous creditors at bay. His scandalous private life included a wife who had an affair with the future rebel leader, Wolfe Tone and his political life ended in ignominy when he was expelled from Parliament for rigging an election. But yet Martin remains relatively unknown.  

The Martin family were Normans who settled in Galway as one of the 14 ‘Tribes’. Richard Martin’s father, Robert, a Jacobite leader who had come to the conclusion that armed rebellion was never going to achieve catholic emancipation, converted to Protestantism, gave his son an English education, and encouraged him to enter Parliament in order to fight for catholic emancipation. The young Martin had spent part of his ‘Grand Tour’ in New England in 1775 and having gained first hand knowledge of the aims of the American revolutionaries, felt that not only equal civil rights for Ireland’s catholic population but even independence for the country could be achieved on the back of the mounting American pressure on Britain. 

By the time Martin entered the Irish Parliament he had already secured his reputation as the most renowned duellist in Ireland, at a time when the culture of duelling was at its peak and Martin’s hometown of Galway recognised as the epicenter. Even now ‘Hairtrigger Dick’ is best remembered on the west coast of Ireland for feats in this field. Martin chose to end his duelling career in 1784 when he was forced to fight his cousin James Jordon, who subsequently died of his wounds. A few weeks later Martin discovered that Wolfe Tone, employed by Martin as a private tutor, was having an affair with his wife, Elizabeth. Had a grief stricken Martin not taken early retirement from duelling then the course of Irish history may have taken a different direction.

Martin backed the union of Irish and British Parliaments in the immediate aftermath of Tone’s failed rebellion in 1798. Any hopes of Irish independence on the back of America’s success had been unfounded. Union was sold to many as the best way that catholic emancipation could now be achieved, but within a year Martin was freely admitting he had been duped and George the Third’s back would have to be much nearer to the wall before there was any hope of him reneging on his coronation oath in respect of Catholics. 

The Martin estate, the largest in the British Isles, had now been passed to Richard. His approach to tenants could not have been more diametrically opposite to those of the stereotype Irish landlord of that era. Refugees from the ’98 rebellion were offered sanctuary in the remote Connemara mountains, as were catholic refugees from the troubles that had erupted in the north. Instead of imposing excessive rental demands, Martin preferred to use commissions from the smuggling industry that thrived along his coastline. A combination of the remote location, a dueling reputation and a private army was used to evade his many creditors. Effectively an outlaw, Martin continued to enjoy a lavish lifestyle as an MP in London, moving in the most elite of circles. His friend, the Prince Regent, on whose shoulders Martin had now placed hopes for catholic emancipation, coined the nickname ‘Humanity Dick.’

Although inspired by his treatment of tenants, the lasting moniker is often assumed to be as a result of Martin’s pioneering of animal rights. One of the more obvious paradoxes in Martin’s life was his enthusiasm in attacking other human beings on the duelling field while fighting to protect animals. His maternal aunts, who both enjoyed reputations of fanatical animal lovers, influenced him as a young boy. When he arrived at Harrow in 1766 the school was enjoying one of its most halcyon periods under the headmaster Robert Sumner and a young master, Samuel Parr. Sumner encouraged radical political thinking, inspired by the American colonists, while Parr preached respect to animals and the disencourgaement of what he termed ‘wanton cruelty’. It was a phrase Martin would remember and reproduce 60 years later in Parliament. When Sumner died suddenly and Parr overlooked as Headmaster, young Martin was a ringleader in a violent pupil rebellion. 

The most famous duel Martin fought, which is still often recounted as part of Irish folklore, was over an animal. Martin sought revenge against a psychopath by the name of ‘Fighting Fitzgerald’ who had shot a wolfhound belonging to Martin’s friend, Lord Altamont.

By the time Martin was effectively a monarch in Connemara, a right conferred by virtue of an ancient patent, he had developed his own brand of animal rights law. Anybody found on his estate administering cruelty to animals, the practice of avoiding the cost of a harness and tying cattle to their ploughs by their tails was particularly rife, was brought before Martin. Punishment would invariably be a brief period of imprisonment in the derelict castle on an island in the middle of the lake to the back of Martin’s home at Ballynahinch. Martin personally rowing the miscreant to his temporary home, using the opportunity to expand on his theories about animal welfare. He began to form plans to transfer his local law onto to a wider stage.

Prior to Martin, earlier supporters of legislation to protect animals had included the MP Sir William Pultney, who in 1800 proposed a bill to outlaw the popular sport of bull baiting. The sport consisted of pitting dogs against bulls and bets were placed on how long the unfortunate canine would survive. To prolong the fight bulls sometimes had their ears and horns cut off and pepper blown in their noses. Although supported by the actor turned MP Brinsley Sheridan, who at been at Harrow with Martin, the bill failed. Parliament considering the matter to be beneath the dignity of the House.

When Martin began spending more time in London around 1820 he became friendly with what remained of the original group of animal rights campaigners, who were now led by the former Lord Chancellor, Thomas Erskine. The appalling everyday treatment of animals in the streets of the capital became the focus of Martin’s attention and in 1820 he attempted to propose an ‘Ill Treatment to Cattle’ bill in Parliament. The bill failed but he learnt from the experience and was back again the following year. Martin had collected many instances of cruelty, which he read out to the house in graphic detail. As an experienced politician, Martin deliberately tabled the readings of his bill for times when he knew the house would be sparsely attended. When successfully through the Commons, Erskine had prepared support in the House of Lords and the bill eventually went before Martin’s friend, now King George IX for royal assent on 22 July 1822.

Martin knew the fight had only just begun. Although wanton cruelty to certain types of animals was now illegal attitudes prevailing throughout society meant that the concept would not be readily understood or used. Martin proceeded to implement what can now be seen as a structured awareness campaign to educate the police, the judiciary and the public of the implications of ‘Martin’s Law.’

The day after the law was placed on the statute books, Martin marched into the notorious Smithfield market and arrested two bemused drovers. It is worth remembering that by now Martin was nearly 70 years old. He continued his vertical expansion into the legal system and next appeared in the proceedings as the prosecuting advocate, taking the opportunity of explaining his new law to an equally bemused magistrate. Martin had also begun to implement a PR campaign with the case being well reported in the press. Over the next two years he was omnipresent on the streets and in the courtrooms of London, arresting and prosecuting perpetrators of animal cruelty. Hundreds of column inches were devoted to this eccentric behaviour, which Martin was happy to play on, knowing that all the time the publicity was promoting his cause. He remains the only man to have called a donkey as a witness in a court of law.         

On June 16 1824, Martin’s legislation and tireless activities, which now included bombarding Parliament with numerous amendments to his statute, was the catalyst to a meeting of the leading exponents of animal rights at a coffee house ironically named Old Slaughter’s in Martin’s Lane. The purpose was to explore the formation of a formal organisation to assist Martin in his work. The Society for the Prevention of Cruelty to Animals was the result of this meeting.  

Meanwhile in Ireland, the Catholic lawyer Daniel O’Connell had been steadily building his Catholic Association using a well-structured method of collecting penny dues through the church network. The British Government now considered the threat posed to be strong enough to warrant measures to make the association’s activities illegal. The organization had always advocated peaceful political means to achieve their immediate goal of catholic emancipation but with the new King making his anti-catholic position public there was now a growing element within their ranks that wanted to reach for the pike and gun. Ireland was again approaching a dangerous crossroads in its history.

O’Connell turned to Martin who addressed a meeting of the Association’s hierarchy in Capel Street, Dublin on 25 September 1825. Martin laid out his credentials. A Jacobite heritage, a 50-year political career fighting for catholic rights, his memories of the political aftermath to armed rebellions and his status as the oldest surviving member of the old Irish Parliament. He argued that armed rebellion was again doomed to fail and the reaction of a British Government, who Martin believed was beginning to accept catholic emancipation as being inevitable, would set the cause back many years. How influential Martin’s words were, will of course never be known, but the Catholic Association did continue its political methods, emancipation finally being achieved in 1829.

Martin now turned his attentions back to continuing his fight to extend the legal protection afforded to wider groups of animals. He also wanted to ban baiting sports and create measures to control vivisection. There was however the inconvenience of a General Election to overcome. Galway elections had always been anarchic events but the 1826 contest raised skullduggery to new heights. Martin played his part in full, notably using the chaos created when his supporters from Connemara arrived in Galway en-masse to ensure each vote was cast several times. Amid the usual claims and counterclaims of corruption and rigging Martin was eventually announced as the Member for Galway and he returned to Westminster fully intending to continue his work. This time however his beaten opponents would not go away quietly and after a parliamentary enquiry Martin was expelled from the House.

He had lived most of his adult life in spectacular insolvency and now without the protection from creditors afforded to an MP Martin fled with his family to Bolougne. For the remaining seven years of his life he continued to prepare for his return to politics.

When the content of Martin’s life is laid out in detail it is difficult to understand why so few people have even heard of him and those that have tend only to be aware of one particular aspect of his life. Here lies the clue to his relative obscurity. Irish history tends to remember him as a duellist and his pro-union stance means that he is not generally regarded as a freedom fighter and accordingly his influential address to the Catholic Association is often overlooked. The SPCA is usually credited with the birth and early growth of the animal rights movement and being an organisation run by establishment figures, Martin, with his ignominious exit from politics is not a founder they have tended to want to be associated with. A cursory look at Martin’s life can often confuse and many people simply choose to consider him as the eccentric Member for Galway.   
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