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Ireland's American Colleen
by Derek Young, NLG

(This article first appeared in the 1 December 1976 issue of Coin World under the title "U.S. Beauty Decorates Irish Notes." It was
reprinted in a slightly different form, under the title "Ireland's American Colleen" in the Irish Numismatics section of Coin & Medal
News, January 1984. To both publications and the author, Derek Young of Dublin, Ireland, we are grateful for permission to
present this article to readers of Paper Money.)

"She was a gifted painter. She had a talent for drawing that was quite remarkable. She was very
beautiful and possessed the largest and most heavenly eyes I had ever seen. She loved Ireland and
explored every corner of the land. She wandered about Ireland in a dream finding out that she was
really Irish. To her it was the Ireland of Yeats, James Stephens, A. E., Lennox Robinson, Synge and
the rest."

Hazel Jenner Martyn Lavery, at age 47, as she was painted by her husband, Sir John Lavery, on the special
commission of the Currency Commission of the Irish Free State in 1928. Hazel leans on a 26-string harp, in a wide-
eyed but pensive mood. When John Harrison of Waterlow & Sons engraved the portrait, he reversed the picture so

the model's back would be turned outward.



Page 16

HUS wrote Sir John Lavery about his wife Hazel, and
anyone who has ever seen an Irish legal tender note of
the old design will know that Sir John was not just a

biased lover when he spoke of her beauty and heavenly eyes.
For it is Hazel Lavery's portrait which has adorned Irish legal
tender notes issued from 1928 to 1977.

She was born Hazel Jenner Martyn in Chicago in 1881, the
daughter of a wealthy businessman. From an early age she
showed artistic promise and, in 1898, when she was 17, her
mother took her on a trip to Europe to broaden her horizons.
While having her portrait painted in Brittany she met the artist
John Lavery and a mutual attraction sprang up between them.
Lavery was then 42 and establishing himself as a portrait
painter. Hazel's mother took fright when she saw how the situa-
tion was developing — especially since Lavery had a liaison with
another woman at the time—and promptly sent a cable to
Hazel's fiance, a Dr. Trudeau in Chicago, to come and marry
her daughter. The young medic complied with alacrity, hurried
across the ocean, and the marriage knot was tied, thereby put-
ting Hazel out of harm's way. Dr. Trudeau took his teenage
bride back to America but was not destined to enjoy the
pleasures of the marital couch for long. Within a short time he
passed away. leaving Hazel not only a young widow but a preg-
nant one at that.

John Lavery's own experience of marriage had been some-
what similar. In 1890 he had married a County Mayo girl called
Kathleen MacDermott, but she died a year later of pulmonary
tuberculosis. having given birth to a daughter. Eileen.

Hazel was also destined to have a daughter by the recently ex-
pired Dr. Trudeau, and some time after the birth she returned to
Europe and in Paris her path once again crossed that of John
Lavery. In 1910 they were married in London's Brompton
Oratory —Lavery then being 54 and Hazel 29. Despite the dif-
ference in their ages the marriage was an extremely happy one
and Lavery was entranced by the beauty of his young wife.

After their marriage the Laverys lived for a while in Morocco
and then settled in London at No. 5 Cromwell Place. Soon their
house was a meeting place for artists, actors, authors, politi-
cians, generals and journalists, and Hazel was the main attrac-
tion. "My studio," wrote Lavery, "was now the meeting ground
of a large number of famous people, but these people did not
come to see me, they came to see Hazel."

Among the celebrities who visited Cromwell Place were a
large number of Irish ones—which is not surprising as Ireland
has always supplied Britain's capital with a large number of its
leading figures. Among them was Bernard Shaw whose portrait
Hazel began to paint. After a couple of hours posing he looked
at her canvas. "My dear," he said, "the worst portrait that has
been done of me." When her eyes filled with tears he hastily add-
ed, "But I'm coming back for another sitting."

When the Irish Treaty delegates crossed to London in 1921
they frequently met in the Laverys' house where they were
entertained along with many of their antagonists. At one party
Lord French was a guest along with Michael Collins who had
had a hand in planning his assassination. Lord Birkenhead (F.E.
Smith) was another guest and on one occasion Hazel's little dog
began to paw him under the luncheon table.
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Birkenhead flirtatiously remarked that he thought it was Hazel
herself making advances whereupon up sprang Michael Collins
thundering "D'you mean to insult her?" Pouring oil on troubled
waters Hazel said "Lord Birkenhead was only joking," to which
Collins growled "I don't understand such jokes." but resumed
his seat nevertheless.

By this time the occupants of Cromwell Place were Sir John
and Lady Lavery, a knighthood having been bestowed on the
artist in 1918. He was also a member of the Royal
Academy—not bad going for the son of a Belfast wine mer-
chant. Lavery had been born in that city in 1856 but upon his
mother's death — shortly after she had been deserted by his
father — he had been sent to Glasgow to be reared by relations.

Among the many famous personalities whose portraits he
painted were King George V and Queen Mary — which no
doubt explains the knighthood. Winston Churchill was another
of his sitters and, in fact, the compliment was returned when he
sat for Churchill.

It was the "Troubles in Ireland" which made the Laverys
become interested in that country. As well as that. Sir John was
now painting more and more Irish subjects and Hazel became
involved with them personally. Although born in America she
was herself part Irish and had connections with the Martyns of
Galway. When Edward Martyn, who helped to found the Ab-
bey Theatre with Yeats and Lady Gregory, met her for the first
time he said to her : "you can't be a relation of mine ; we never
had a beautiful woman in our family yet."

After the signing of the Treaty, which brought about the crea-
tion of the Irish Free State, the Laverys began to spend more
and more time in Ireland. They were close friends of the leading
political figures of the day and Kevin O'Higgins determined that
Hazel should become Vicereine of Ireland.

A week before O'Higgins died. Winston Churchill said to Sir
John : "Are you ready for the Vice-Regal Lodge, John'? We're
in favor of Mr. O'Higgins' plan here." With O'Higgins' death the
plan was shelved.

In her journal for August. 1922 Lady Gregory wrote: "I had a
letter from Lennox Robinson written on Monday night — Collins
is safe and dined with Sir Horace Plunkett in Foxrock on Satur-
day. He came in Lady Lavery's train or rather she in his. for she
is his abject admirer."

The following Tuesday Collins was killed in Cork. Sir John
was permitted to paint him lying in state in the mortuary which
resulted in the painting "Love of Ireland" which hangs in the Na-
tional Gallery.

Hazel had psychic traits and in his autobiography Sir John
wrote : "Hazel woke up screaming one night. Next day she was
strange and silent. She used to have fearful premonitions. Once
she told me after Sargent had dined with us that he was about to
die — and he died. When I tried to get her to talk she said at last
`All day I have seen them carrying Michael covered with blood. I
cannot get rid of the sight.'

"I got her to bed and sat with her until well into the night. At
last she went to sleep. The next morning her very English maid
came into the room with tea and said, in a soft voice showing
not the slightest trace of interest 'They have shot Mr. Collins, my
lady."'

When it was decided that the Irish Free State should have its
own currency Sir John Lavery was commissioned to paint "an
emblematic female figure" to form the principal feature on the
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An Irish colleen leaning on a clairseach (Irish harp)? Not on your Blarney stone! It's Miss Hazel
Jenner Martyn who was born in Chicago. Illinois in 1881. The bonny lass, an artist. won the

hearts of the leprechauns of the auld sod and a place on their paper money.

front of the legal tender notes. Early in January, 1928 Joseph

Brennan, the Chairman of the Currency Commission, reported

to his colleagues that Sir John had agreed to paint the figure,
that he was to complete the work within a fortnight and that his

fee would not exceed 250 guineas.

The head and shoulders with the hand eliminated
was placed on some denominations.

The commission would be the owners of the painting and of
the copyright. On Jan. 18 photographs of the painting were
submitted to the commission, and it was decided that the head

and shoulders with the hand eliminated should be placed on the

notes of the three smaller denominations, and that a
reproduction of the whole picture should be placed on the notes

for the denominations of 10 pounds and upwards."

Although the original suggested fee had been 250 guineas,
Sir John was prepared to do the work for a more nominal fee of

100 guineas. However the Commission felt that the higher fee
should be offered and Sir John accepted, writing "it is extremely

nice of you to pay my fee for the picture which you

commissioned although I proposed accepting a nominal one."

The notes were printed in England by Waterlow & Sons. That

firms' chief portrait engraver, John Harrison, was commissioned
to engrave the dies. Harrison reversed the portrait and some
observers have expressed the opinion that the engravings are an

improvement on the original work. When Sir John himself saw

the first printed notes he commented in a letter to Mr. Brennan.
dated Sept. 12, 1929: "I think the design and colors excellent. I
can foresee the criticism of the head which will be less justified in

the higher denominations. In any case the Irish Free State has
paid a high compliment to my wife for the part she took in help-

ing to bring together the unfriendly elements towards the Treaty
and to me as an Irish artist."

In The Irish Times of Sept. 14, 1928, it was observed that

"the striking resemblance between the colleen painted by Sir
John Lavery on the new Irish Free State currency notes and
Lady Lavery, has been commented on by many persons" and it
was reported that, when questioned, neither Sir John nor Lady

Lavery had denied the suggestion.

And why, indeed, should they deny it when it was a well-
known fact that Hazel Lavery was the model. When the portrait
was commissioned the then President, W.T. Cosgrave. assured
Hazel that "she would be carried by every Irishman — not to
mention the foreigners who visited Ireland—next to his heart."

As most wallets are carried on the right side and as a lot of
Irishmen keep their paper money in their hip pockets, President
Cosgrave may have been far out anatomically, but at least the

thought was there.
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Sir John never ceased to rhapsodize about his wife and had
painted her portrait many times before. One such painting is in
the National Gallery and another in the Municipal Gallery. The
one commissioned for the currency notes had pride of place in
the office of the Currency Manager in the Central Bank in Foster
Place — where the writer saw it — before the Bank moved to its
new headquarters. No doubt it also has a place of honour there.
What could be more natural than that Sir John would want his
beautiful wife to appear on the notes of the new state?

Some sources have stated that Harrison, Waterlow's en-
graver, when commissioned to engrave the dies for the new
notes, adapted a previous portrait which Sir John had painted
of Hazel and which Harrison had previously engraved for a
series of bookplates in the early 1920s. This is refuted by the
Central Bank, which states emphatically that the portrait was
specially painted for the purpose.

At the time the commissioned portrait was painted Hazel
Lavery was almost 47 years old while the "Irish colleen" looks
like a girl in her twenties. Perhaps Sir John did an idealized
portrait based on a previous one as Hazel was at that age or
perhaps when she was 47 she really did look 20 years younger.

Mary Kenny, writing in the Sunday Independent of Oct. 31,
76, recounts an anecdote about her mother meeting Lady

Lavery coming off the mailboat in Dun Laoghaire in 1927:
"This exquisite woman appeared. Elegant and dark, dressed in
blue and pink, with pearls at the neck and pearl earrings. She
stood there, and opened her case for the Customs Officer, and
the perfume that came out of that suitcase, packed with silk
underwear, was just unforgettable. Her charm and elegance just
stopped everyone in their tracks. The Customs Officer regarded
the beautiful suitcase and inclined his head. 'That's all right,
Lady Lavery' he said, and she went on her way."

Hazel Lavery died in 1935. aged 54, of cancer. Sir John lived
to be 85, and died in 1941 in Rossennara House. Kilmoganny,
County Kilkenny.

Beginning in 1976 a new series of legal tender notes replaced
the ones on which the "Irish colleen" appeared, but the
haunting face of Hazel Lavery didn't disappear from the scene
altogether. Sir John Lavery's portrait of his beautiful wife has
now been adapted to form the distinctive watermark on the new
series of notes. She is, however, only a shadow of her former
self. ■
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COMPOUND INTEREST
TREASURY NOTE

An Incorrect Date

Gene Hessler

F OR those of us who are interested in uncovering the
circumstances that relate to the issuance of all types of
fiscal paper, there is a phenomenon that we experience
more

often than not. During the investigation of a subject, invariably a
topic of equal, similar or contrasting interest will come to our
attention.

While looking for something else in the index of The New
York Times for the year 1885, I stumbled on the subject that will
follow. The article will give all the necessary background.

A MISTAKE IN THE DATE

ANNOYING THE OLDER TREASURY OFFICIALS.

AN IRREGULARITY FOUND IN PRINTING THE
COMPOUND INTEREST NOTES —

WASHINGTON, July 7. — Some of the older Treasury
officials are much annoyed at the discovery just made that a
number of fifty-dollar compound interest notes issued in
1864, and recently redeemed, bear upon their face the
wrong date of the act under which they were issued. This is
also the case with a lot of ten-forty coupons issued the same
year, which are now found to be dated a year in advance of
their enabling act.

In passing upon the accounts and vouchers of the United
States Treasurer the First Auditor's office discovered a
compound interest note already canceled which from its
general appearance created the suspicion that it might be
counterfeit. The suspected note, with a few genuine ones,
was sent to the Bureau of Printing and Engraving for expert
opinion. They were all pronounced good, but attention was
called to the fact that the date of the act authorizing their
issue had evidently been changed on the plate. This caused
First Auditor Chenowith to hunt after the act referred to, but
he could not find it in the Congressional Globe on the date
indicated, July 2, 1864. Further search among redeemed
compound interest notes showed that some were apparently
authorized June 30, 1884, and some July 3, 1864. In the
Congressional Record of July 2 was found an act passed
June 30, but nothing subsequent to that in the way of
amendment rewarded the closest search. Secretary Manning
could tell nothing about it, neither could Treasurer Jordan.
Finally when all the officials got together the conclusion was
reached that there was nothing fraudulent in the matter.

This appears to be a misprint. The other authorizing act was
passed on 3 March 1863.
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