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Chapter 1: Prologue
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DEAGLAN BARTLEY STOOD among a band of rebels in the center of the Commons in County Tipperary in the sweltering heat of the summer sun. The air was thick with tension as many, including Deaglan himself, knew that death would fall upon them this day. He was a stoic man who many had turned to when the famine took hold, a common farmer who rose to distinction during the Great Famine. Though a man of few words, he always had the right words to inspire the masses and keep hope alive when many had given up.  Above the rebels’ heads waved the tricolor flag, a marriage of green and orange upon a plane of white. The flag had been a gift from a group of French women as a symbol of French sympathy to the Irish cause. It stood as the representation of a united Ireland; A union of people – Catholic and Protestant – a union of beliefs. The flag waved in the summer breeze, breathing life into the lungs of the downtrodden Irish rebels. 

The sense of rebellion had taken hold all across Europe that year. Three years earlier, the Great Famine claimed hundreds and thousands of lives, displacing over a million more. But the British sovereignty – ever so spiteful of its Irish subjects – turned their backs on the Irish, driving a band of freedom fighters known as the Young Irelanders to rebellion with the intent of securing a free and independent Irish state. Six days ago, the British government suspended the right to habeas corpus. The Young Irelanders now had their excuse for armed rebellion and waited anxiously in the Commons.

The leader of the Young Irelanders was the nobleman named William Smith O’Brien. A descendant of Irish royalty, O’Brien was an influential figure among anti-unionists as well as the House of Commons. He had discovered Deaglan in his time with the Repeal Association and, noticing his sway with the commoners, brought him into the fold of the Young Irelanders. Among the rebel band stood several notable members of the Young Irelanders; O’Brien’s partner Thomas Francis Meagher, Blake Dillon, Terrence MacManus, Michael  Doheny, James Stephens, John O’Mahony, and several more to count. These men were the heart of the Young Irelanders and were stout supporters of Irish independence. Over the past six days, Meagher and Dillon traveled throughout the countryside and gathered dozens under the standard of revolt. But, it was Deaglan who did much to muster the force that resided in the Commons. Most of those who stood with them were miners, tradesmen and farmers armed with simple pitchforks, axes, machetes and old rusty muskets. All of them looked to Deaglan in time of need, an attribute which the Young Irelanders found useful.

William O’Brien stood with Thomas Meagher and Blake Dillon speaking of political freedoms to several tradesmen while other small groups stood clustered in the commons conversing within their own dialogues. Far down the road, Deaglan could hear the distant rhythmic tread of boots moving up the road. He stood and turned only to see a police force of nearly fifty men marching up the road. It was clear to Deaglan that this would be the beginning of trouble. 

“Weapons ready!” shouted Deaglan. The rest of the group, in noticing the incoming police force, faced them, grabbed their weapons and stood in the safety of the barricades which they erected. As the troops moved in closer, the rebels began to shout, goading the troops with chants of revelry and independence. And it was there at the crossroads where the two opposing forces met with reserved judgment, waiting for the other to make a move. Whatever would happen next decided the fate of history. 

Sub-Inspector Trant, the leader of the constabulary unit, gazed upon the rebel band as they shouted wildly. Refusing to attack the rebels head on, he shouted orders for his men to rush into the fields and they fled the crossroad in the direction of the McCormack House. Deaglan and the rest of the rebels made off after them in quick pursuit, intent to stop them. 

In the house, Margaret McCormack and her five children sat down in the family room, unaware to the events taking place outside until a heavy thud was heard at the door. She could hear shouting growing behind the door as she slowly approached. Before she could reach the door, it flew open with such a force as to nearly knock her over. Immediately, the police unit began pouring into the house, causing the children as well as Margaret to cry out in fear. Corporal Tipton, a stout mustached man, approached Mrs. McCormack and grabbed her arm to calm her.  Sub-Inspector Trant followed behind. 

“Margaret McCormack, I presume?” asked Trant.

“What in God’s name is going on here?” she demanded. 

“So sorry love,” he answered with striking calm. “But I’m afraid we’re gonna require yer cooperation.” 

The other troops marched through the house and rounded up the five children. The two police men holding Mrs. McCormack began escorting her towards the front door. 

“What do you think you’re doing?” she screamed, trying to wrench her arms free.  

“In the name of his Majesty’s service, we’re commandeering yer house for the safety of this outfit. You and yer family must vacate the premises immediately,” ordered Trant. 

“You cannot do that!” cried Margaret. “This is my home. Take your hands off of me! I demand you remove yourselves from my home.” 

The policemen began forcing her out the door. Not far behind, the children were being escorted by troops as Trant watched calmly with his arms behind his back. He then changed his mind. 

“Stop,” he ordered his troops. Everyone paused awaiting his order. He stepped forward smiling kindly at each of the five children, who faces were soured by fear.

“See that the children are made comfortable,” said Trant to his troops as if Margaret wasn’t there. “They will remain as our hostages.” 

“No!” protested Margaret. “You can’t do that!  Please, they’re only children!” 

“Worry not, Mrs. McCormack.” Trant assured her. “Yer children will be in good hands.” 

“Wait—“ 

Before she could say any more, the two troops hauled her out of the front door and down the front steps. Margaret tried barging her way past them to get back into the house, but the police kept blocking her and pushing her back. Her attempts were desperate, but to no avail as the police shut her out of her own house. Pounding her fists on the front door, she screamed at the top of her lungs begging to have her children returned. She could hear the creaks and moans of the men from within the house scurrying about like rats in disguise. Behind that, the shouts of her children sang out for her while the guards attempted to stifle them. It only made her want to shout louder. 

Her chest was heavy from the drum of her adrenaline. Deaglan watched her stumble hysterically away from the front door as he and the rest of the rebel band made it up to the gateway in sight of the house. With all the strength her weary body could muster, she carried herself in the direction of Deaglan and the other Young Irelanders. O’Brien was the first to receive her and tried to keep her from falling. She cried out in between sobs. 

“They’ve taken my children! They stormed in-into my house a-and are holding my children hostage!” 

Some of the men cried out for revenge, angered and incensed by the injustice done to her. Commotion grew amongst the crowd, men suggesting they reason with the cops, others urging on battle. Yet, amidst the banter in the face of Mrs. McCormack’s tragic validation to the very cause which brought them all together, not a shred of unity took hold within the rebel band. Before any decision could be made, the group’s attention was diverted to the house, for every window on the lower level was thrown open and out slid all the musket rifles of the police unit, nearly four to every window. Silence befell the rebel band as Sub-Inspector Trant’s voice could be heard ringing from inside the house. 

“Not one step closer, any of ya! I order you all to disband and disperse peacefully. If you have any care for the safety of these children in here, you are to stand down and make no further attempts to engage us!” 

Deaglan and all the others shuffled back behind the gateway and took cover behind the brick wall that bordered the perimeter of the property. He crouched down near the opening of the gateway, peering around the side. Deaglan could hear Mrs. McCormack’s sobs continuing behind the cusps of her hands. They gathered to reformulate their plan.   

“Those heartless bastards, hiding behind the children,” growled James Stephens. Thomas Meagher wiped the sweat from his brow. 

“We must come to terms with them,” He reasoned with heavy breaths. 

“How do you expect to reason with the likes of cowards?” John O’Mahony barked in return. O’Brien shot cold eyes in his direction. 

“We cannot put the children in danger,” O’Brien demanded. “We will negotiate for their release.”   

“They’ll never let them go!” John rebuked. 

Deaglan sat silently and listened to them argue. He was certain their arguing was loud enough for all in the house to hear. It made him feel uneasy and disjointed from the others. All the while, Mrs. McCormack’s sobs sang like a song to the tune of hysteria. The shouts were polarized – those for peace and those for war. The country’s best hope for freedom stood at a bitter divide. 

“Enough!” shouted O’Brien. “Stay here.” He grabbed Mrs. McCormack by the arm and started up the path toward the house. Deaglan watched as O’Brien raised his other arm in the air signaling a peaceful exchange to those in the house.   

“Do not shoot!” O’Brien shouted at the house. “We are unarmed and pose no threat! We only wish to negotiate for the safe exchange of the children!” 

“Hold your fire! Keep rifles at the ready, lads!” Order Sub-Inspector Trant. O’Brien and Mrs. McCormack approached slowly up the path toward the steps of the house. Deaglan and the rest of the rebels watched with bated breath as every musket rifle followed their steps. Once they reached the porch, a state of apprehension fell upon the Young Irelanders, expecting the worst to arise. Deaglan, Terrence, James, Thomas, and John crouched around the gate’s entrance as others shuffled anxiously. 

“Everyone stay put,” MacManus urged. “We can’t afford to put them in danger.” 

“We should check the perimeter of the property to see if there’s another way in unguarded,” suggested James.

“And what if that’s guarded too?” asked Deaglan in disagreement. “If we divide our forces we won’t be able to defend ourselves should the time come.” 

“We can’t just sit here and let O’Brien risk his life,” James pushed back.   

“We can and we will for the sake of us all,” snapped Deaglan. James held his tongue reluctantly and with great effort. Deaglan could see that anger in James’ eyes directed at him. He knew that James resented Deaglan’s presence and status with O’Brien seeing as though Deaglan was a simple farmer and James an educated man of higher social status. Nevertheless, Deaglan knew that William was fully aware of the risk he was taking for the sake of the group and felt obligated to defend him at the cost of his own reputation. 

Deaglan averted his attention back to O’Brien and Mrs. McCormack, who slowly approached the parlor window. He could see that O’Brien was conversing with one of the officer’s inside the house, shaking hands with the man through the window. Moment after moment passed as the rebels watched on silently. All that could be heard were the whistling winds and the heavy breaths of the rebels. After so much time had passed, Deaglan started to believe that they just might get out of this without any casualties. He had put so much faith into the success of the rebellion that he hardly given any thought to the possibility of failure. 

Suddenly, the crack of a musket shot pierced the air and a cloud of smoke came billowing from the parlor window. Deaglan, startled by the gunshot, watched in shock as Mrs. McCormack stumbled back down the stairs and O’Brien fell limp to the ground. The rest of the rebel band stood horrified while shouts came from the house ordering to cease fire. But, it was too late. 

“God damn you, you fucking cowards!” shouted John Dillon. John took aim to fire back, but before he could squeeze the trigger, Deaglan lurched at the musket knocking it into the air. The musket fired into the sky. Several others took aim to fire as well, but Deaglan tried to stop them. 

“Hold your fire!” 

His commands were futile. While some hesitated, numerous rebels with eager trigger fingers fired. The gunfire landed spread across the side of the house away from their targets. A handful of policemen fired in retaliation, striking only the brick wall. Sub-Inspector Trant shouted again from the windows. 

“Cease firing!” 

By that time, it was far too late. Half the rebel guns were already aimed at the house and the rest prepared to fire. Meagher kept shouting at them to stand down, but Deaglan knew there was no point in trying to stop them. Without hesitating any longer, Deaglan broke out in full sprint for Mrs. McCormack and O’Brien. 

Though Deaglan did not have far to go, every second felt like a lifetime. Only a few steps from the gate, he heard a gunshot come from the house. The musket ball skipped just at his left foot and without missing a step, Deaglan made it to Mrs. McCormack and ran her back to the gate as the rebels rained shots along the house, striking just a few troops through the open windows. Looking back at the house, Deaglan could see O’Brien crawling down the steps of the porch and onto the walkway. Then, like a crash of thunder, a hail of bullets came whizzing through the musket smoke. With bullets peppering the wall behind him, Deaglan took one in his left shoulder that knocked him to one knee. Several other members behind him were struck through the gateway. The men were shouting in duress. The gunfire continued, although Deaglan could no longer discern from where.   

Rising to his feet, he noticed William still trying to crawl down the walkway. With all of his effort, he ran down the walkway to O’Brien and threw his arm around his neck. Despite the spider web of pain tearing through his shoulder, he dragged O’Brien back down the path toward the gateway with bullets landing everywhere around him. Thomas Meagher and James Stephens came running out from the gateway to help Deaglan. They all carried O’Brien back to the gate. Just short of passing through, Stephens caught a musket ball to his leg. Stephens fell to the ground as he gripped his leg crying out in pain. MacManus helped Deaglan to the ground, who was gripping his shoulder wound. 

O’Brien was luckily alive, though in much pain. Deaglan watched as three men escorted Mrs. McCormack to safety while the rest continued to fire upon the house. Gunfire poured from the house against the brick wall, sending tiny chunks in every direction. With every dozen shots fired, one eventually would find the flesh of a rebel, taking only a short time for the casualties to pile up.   

The firing from the house paused briefly, giving the troops a chance to assess the situation. The rebels had ceased firing long before during the last barrage of gunfire from the troops. By the time the skirmish had ended, Deaglan noticed several of the rebel members begin to flee the scene. Some followed suit while others called out to them, even taking chase to coerce them back, but to no avail.   

“Hold the line!” Deaglan called out. Meagher and Dillon echoed the order down the brick wall. While only a few ventured back, rebels were still pouring from the wall in retreat. In that moment, it was clear to Deaglan that there was no chance they could take the house and that their rebellion was to be a failure. O’Brien lay next to him gripping his wounds with Meagher and O’Mahony tending to him. 

“It’s over,” mumbled O’Brien. Deaglan leaned in to hear him better and grabbed his hand. 

“We need to get you out of here,” urged Deaglan. 

“It’s all over,” O’Brien repeated. “We’re lost. The rebellion has failed.” 

Deaglan felt a sense of relief hearing the words from someone else’s mouth. Deaglan looked him in the eyes. 

“We can still survive.” 

A jarring notion, Deaglan thought. The words felt quite strange on his lips. But, he did not say it for himself. 

Suddenly through all the noise, Deaglan heard Terrence MacManus shouting franticly for him. 

“Up the road!” he shouted at the top of his lungs. “They’ve sent for reinforcements!” 

Gazing toward the road, Deaglan could see in full view the march of matching officer uniforms trumping up the hill; an overwhelming sight as his heart sank at the understanding that their demise was certain. By now, the rebel units were steadily fleeing. O’Brien took several heavy breaths and looked back up at Deaglan. 

“Call for retreat,” he nodded. 

Feeling relief, Deaglan let his lungs fill with air then braced his body, squeezing it all out at once. 

“Retreat!” 

His shout echoed down the rebel line with several men repeating the order. At once, all of the rebels abandoned the wall and fled in the opposite direction of the auxiliary troops through the commons. 

Deaglan helped O’Mahony and Meagher lift O’Brien to his feet and carry him away with an arm around each of their shoulders. Staying behind near the wall, Deaglan waited to make sure everyone had gotten away safely. By that time, the reinforcement patrol arrived within range of their rifles. Taking aim, they fired at the retreating rebels. Deaglan then realized he was left in a very precarious situation – the gunfire cut Deaglan off from the rest of the retreating rebels and pinned him down at the brick wall. As the approaching patrol closed in on him, his chances to escape grew slimmer. In that moment, his thoughts waivered to his family; his wife, two sons and young daughter. Deaglan would’ve done anything to see them just one more time, to have visited the grave of his daughter, Ciara, once more. But, the reality of the situation was that if he did survive this, he would live the rest of his life bound and chained in a prison cell, if not executed. That was not the future he chose.   

He whispered a silent prayer to himself, thanking the Lord for the life he lived and the family he had, asking for their protection and good health. Once the troops began reloading again, he broke out in full sprint from the wall. With all the effort he could muster, he ran full speed toward his fellow rebels. He could feel the officers’ eyes following him as he moved at blinding speed. Any second now, the rifles would fire. Deaglan’s heart was thumping against his chest, ready to burst forth. He focused on his every step to steer free of their aim.  

Crack!  

The sting of light struck his eyes and his heart poured from his chest. It was just as he imagined, except it was bullets, not his heart that came ripping through his chest. Three bullets there were that met their marks, tearing holes through his flesh. He fell to his knees and felt a cold chill wash over his body in the stirring summer heat. Silence was all that followed and collapsing to the ground, Deaglan drew his final breaths, bidding a long farewell to the world he came to know. 
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Chapter 2
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THE BATTERED REGIMENT flag flew high above the sons of Eirinn, yellow letters emblazoned on a field of emerald green. It stood shimmering in the light of the sun at the crest of the Northern ridge overlooking the Rappahannock River. Its colors were a stark contrast to the red and blue tints that represented pro-Union troops on the field of battle; it represented the pride of Irish soldiers fighting among Union ranks.   

The morning chill sent shivers through the regiment. On the opposite end of the field, the Confederate army stood in battle formation. On each side, Union and Confederate troops alike braced for the impending attack while contemplating who would strike first. Between them, the battlefield lay barren and bleak, damaged by the frosts of winter. The thunder of artillery shook the air and earth upon which the soldiers stood. In the valley below, volleys of gunfire were exchanged across the river. But, neither side waivered in their resolve to achieve victory. 

The men of the 69th New York infantry had assembled at the frontline of battle where they had found themselves time and time again in every previous engagement. Among the disheveled ranks of the Union Army, Captain Liam Bartley stood at attention waiting for the order to attack. He recited the flag’s words silently to himself. The phrase cut sharply like the tips of their bayonets: Those who never retreat from the clash of spears. Thus were the words of the Irish brigade; a unit of Native Irish immigrants, strong and proud. 

As mostly immigrants displaced by the Great Famine in Ireland, these men came to America hoping for a chance to start anew. Their lives had been uprooted from the world they had once known only to be whisked away to a foreign land embroiled in civil strife. The only opportunity they were given was the chance to be cannon fodder for America’s brotherly war. Like many other Irish immigrants, Liam was hoping that America would be a land of new opportunity for him, a second chance at life. But Liam was not like his fellow immigrants. Liam’s journey to America had a much different story to tell. 

Captain Liam Bartley never considered himself to be an idealist. He was a man of simple pleasures from a simple background, never one to neither indulge in excess nor hold himself in high regard. Having lived through the Great Famine in Ireland, he developed a pragmatic and humble sense of self. But, the truth of the matter was that Liam had an affinity for fighting. He was no stranger to it after all. The thrill of facing his foe head on, hands raised, the shouts of the crowd urging him into action, the dance of warriors in a confined space, no retreat but to stand and fight – all of it brought life to young Liam who came to know nothing else but pain. And yet, it was this sentiment which found him fighting a war in a foreign country. Thinking on his past, it was suffice to say that Liam’s troubles all began with a potato – the potato.  

The Great Famine had struck when Liam was just a boy, plunging the entire country into turmoil. While the fields all across Ireland were still far from fertile years later due to the blight, the fever of revolution which had taken hold across Europe reached Ireland as the people struggled to retain a sense of independence from the overbearing British influence. Tensions between the Irish and British had been on edge for many years. The Great Famine only deepened their divide when the Irish’s plea for aide fell upon deaf ears. The heavy hand of Protestant England dealt blow after blow to the Catholic Irish, driving the poor from their homes and neglecting to provide assistance to a country still recovering from the famine. Though politically united, the only thing the English gained in uniting the crowns of Great Britain and Ireland was the enmity of their Irish subjects.  

As a young man in the prime of his life, Liam did not concern himself with the squabbling of local politics. Growing up in an orphanage after the death of his father, Liam was exposed to the nature of pugilism. The workhouse in which Liam was sheltered was a volatile environment. By this point in his life—a young teenager—Liam had already lost a majority of his family. His younger sister, Ciara, died from pneumonia when Liam was barely old enough to remember. His father was killed in a riot in Ballingarry against British authorities and his mother passed not long after. Only Liam and his brother, Owen, remained for a short time before Owen was old enough to be released. All alone, Liam was left to fend for himself, staving off the older children who had grown akin to picking on Liam and the younger children. Liam found a friend in a fellow potato orphan named George Edwards. George was the same age as Liam and came from a similar story. He was an only child whose father died trying to feed his family. George’s only family was his mother who lived with him at the workhouse and wasn’t fond of young Liam and the trouble he and George would get into. Every day, Liam and George faced routine beatings together that would leave them bruised and bleeding, only to endure more the next day. Eventually learning to better defend himself, it soon became clear that Liam was rather good at fighting, having been taught well by his father. Once they came of age and were released, Liam sought out a career as a professional fighter. His talents were such that he gradually amassed a large following with his undefeated record. In only a short time, he proved his strength, defeating opponents in any match from Kingsbury rules to Irish stand-downs. Having defeated all the top contenders in the Irish circuit, Liam wanted more. So, Liam pitted himself against the famed fighters of Britain.   

Liam’s story caught the attention of Irish and English alike. The Irish swelled with pride in the narrative of an Irish fighter taking on the English, while the English scorned him, claiming him a fraud and an insult to British professionalism. His trip to England taught him the notion of British hospitality, an animosity that transcended his status as a fighter. But this only encouraged Liam further to defeat his opponents, whoever they may be.  

It was 1858 and Liam had just returned from his trip to London to fight in another bout. A couple years had passed since Liam started his professional career and it proved to be one of continuing success for him. Two more bouts presented two more victories for Liam and his record put him at fifteen victories with not a single loss. Yet all the work he had done in training was being put to the test in Dublin for the first time. For Liam knew that with how the match was shaping up thus far, victory was a very slim chance for him.  

The air was thick and muggy with heat from the crowded bodies piled tightly into a warehouse on the outskirts of Dublin. The sweat mixed with the blood as it dripped down Liam’s swollen face, steam pouring off his body as he lay in the dirt of the ring. Liam had just made his way up to his feet once again, knocked down by the punishing blows off his larger opponent. Jacob Dwyer, a fat and bubbly man, walked to his corner urging cheers from the crowd with his hands in the air. Under the London Prize Ring rules, the twenty-fourth round ended upon Liam being knocked down, so Liam staggered to his corner. He made it to the corner where his corner man, Connor Matthews waited for him. Liam sat on the stool they set before him.  

“I suppose we should be thankful that you found the right corner,” Shouted Connor. “Now tell me, what round is it?”  

Liam breathed in slowly trying to control his breathing.  

“It’s got to be somewhere in the twenties by now,” he panted.  

“Close enough. How many opponents are you seeing?”  

“I’ve managed to narrow it down to two,” said Liam blinking his eyes.  

“Good,” said Connor. “Now the odds of you hitting the right target have greatly improved. You’ve gotta fight smarter and keep your composure, otherwise, you won’t make it out this fight alive. This geezer’s gonna use his weight to keep you at a distance. Aye he may be fat, but he ain’t got much around the waist. Stay on his inside, keep striking at his body. One of those ribs must be cracked by now so make sure you get in there and finish the job. And don’t let him tie you up.”  

The umpire shouted from the center of the ring.  

“Fighters come to the scratch!”  

Liam approached the line in the dirt at the center of the ring unassisted, as expected under the rules. Both fighters squared up as the umpire stood between them.  

“Fight!” shouted the umpire.  

Jacob charged screaming at Liam with his right fist wound up behind him. But as he swung it down with all his might, Liam ducked underneath and drove his right fist deep into Jacob’s abdomen. Liam’s right brought Jacob’s body to a complete halt throwing his head forward. As he did so, Liam swung his left fist as hard as he could at Jacob’s jaw. Jacob stumbled to the side as Liam shuffled forward. Jacob waited for Liam to come closer then threw a dangerous uppercut in the direction of Liam’s chin. Yet nimble as Liam was, he jumped back just out of range of the punch. Jacob’s momentum kept him moving forward and he threw a few more punches to which Liam was able to dodge.    

Liam watched the motion of his opponent’s body; the waving motion shifting from hip to shoulder then from shoulder to arm and arm to fist. The rapid movements brought life back to his legs and his vision focused. He was hit with a right hook across the left side of his jaw. Liam fell against the ropes of the ring which were able to keep him standing. Before he could turn, Jacob immediately grappled Liam in a wrestling hold. Jacob held Liam’s head down, trying to keep him immobilized. Jacob continued taunting the crowd who cheered with applause. Liam twisted and turned trying to free himself from Jacob’s hold. He could feel the eyes of the crowd watching him squirm viciously.  

“That’s exactly what you’re not supposed to be doing!” shouted Connor from the corner of the ring.  

Finally, Liam drove his head into Jacob’s stomach and pushed as hard as he could. He pushed until Jacob hit the stake in the corner of the ring, forcing him to let go of Liam. Now that he was free, he unleashed a flurry of punches to Jacob’s ribcage finishing with a strong right uppercut. Liam felt the rib bones shatter against his fist. As soon as Jacob’s guard dropped to clench his side, Liam followed up with a right hook to Jacob’s chin that sent him to the ground, throwing the crowd into a frenzy. Jacob fell with the heavy thud of a tree trunk. The umpire ran to him immediately to check him. Jacob’s corner men came running over to him. After a brief pause, the umpire stood up and waved his arms, calling the fight in Liam’s favor. Liam had proven worthy of a long-shot victory and the crowd erupted once again in applause. Liam stood breathing heavily, taking in the admiration from the crowd. The umpire approached Liam and grabbed his wrist.  

“The winner,” he shouted. “And still undefeated, Liam Bartley!” The umpire threw Liam’s arm into the air and the crowd cheered once more. Connor joined Liam at his side in the ring. 

“Just like your father taught ya,” he muttered to Liam. 

That night, Liam collected his winnings; a fine purse for any winner. Outside the warehouse, Connor was waiting for Liam. 

“All in a night’s work, eh?” 

“I believe I was the one doing all the work,” Liam joked. 

Without any remark, Connor looked toward a dark corner where a mysterious figure stood leaning against the side of the warehouse. Connor looked concerned. 

“There’s someone asking after you,” he said. “He said he knows you.”  

Liam was confused. Who could have been asking after him? And why not approach him directly? Liam walked cautiously towards the shadowed figure. The man wore a top hat with fine clothing. Before Liam had a chance to ask who he was, the man removed his hat and gave Liam a great big hug. 

“Still fighting men twice as big as you?” asked the mysterious man. 

“...Owen?” 

From the light of the street lamp, Liam could see it was his long-lost brother, Owen Bartley. It had been years since Liam saw his brother Owen. The last time he saw Owen was when their mother passed, before Owen was released from the orphanage. Ecstatic, Liam embraced his brother again laughing hysterically. 

“I didn’t think I’d ever see you again,” Liam said. 

“Aye, the thought crossed my mind as well,” Owen agreed.   

“What in hell’s blazes are you doing here?” 

“Came to see my baby brother become the champ. No doubt you have a champion’s thirst like me after that match. Let’s get our hands on a pint.”

The two brothers retired to a local pub where they drank and regaled one another with stories of the last decade. Liam’s heart was heavy with happiness to see his brother again. No matter what happened between them, Liam always looked up to his brother Owen. They had been close ever since their younger sister Ciara died young. The day she passed, they made a promise to their mother to always look out for one another.

“There will come a day when your father and I will no longer be here and all either of you will have is each other,” she said to us then. “Promise me you will always look out for one another.”

And so they did. They spent every day together playing, fighting, and exploring the land around their farm. When they fought, they reconciled no matter the argument. When times were tough – and often they were – they held each other up. Liam and Owen were sent to the Bon Secours workhouse shortly after the death of Liam’s mother. It was only a few months after their father’s death when she passed from sickness, leaving Liam and Owen as orphans within the workhouse. They defended each other unconditionally until Owen was sent away from the workhouse. Despite having no correspondence with him since then, it was as if the brothers had never missed a day together. 

Liam brought two more ales to the table. 

“So tell me,” he began. “Where on earth have you been these last five years?” 

“Here and there, dear brother,” he said, gulping a swig of ale. “I’ve been living in Paris for the last three years.” 

“France?” Liam revered. “Well I hope the women there have not robbed you of your last pound.” 

“Hardly. I’ve actually found steady work, which is why I’ve come back to Ireland. For business.” 

“Aye? And what business is that?” Liam asked.  

Owen sat forward, the smile on his face fading as he sought the right words to explain. 

“Do you remember how father died?”

“Sure, died fighting a failed rebellion in Ballingarry. The Young Irelanders I believe it was called?” 

“Aye it failed, but it was not lost. My employer is a former Young Irelander who fought alongside father at the battle of Ballingarry. Since then, he’s been living as an exile in France, but as of recently has returned to Ireland with the intent of recruiting like-minded men to his cause.” 

“I don’t understand,” Liam grimaced. “What cause?” 

“Don’t be so naïve, brother,” Owen chuckled. “The independence of Ireland of course. Just because father’s rebellion was a failure doesn’t mean people have changed their minds about how they feel. There are many who still desire an independent Ireland. So, it’s our intention to revive the fight against British rule and we need good fighters to do so. I couldn’t think of a better fighter than you to join us.”

Owen seemed much more radicalized than Liam recalled. 

“I’m afraid my mind is not made for such complexities, brother,” Liam admitted jovially. “I’d be of no use to you.”

“But you’re a champion fighter here, everyone knows your name and respects you. This country lost its identity long ago when the crowns united. Think about it: What do the Irish stand to gain as subjects under British rule? Religious oppression? The chance to be seen as second-hand citizens? So long as we remain under the rule of foreign tyrants, we’ll never be free. My employer is James Stephens, one of father’s old friends from the Young Irelanders. Ever since the rebellion, he’s been working intently to garner support for a free Ireland. Half the countries in mainland Europe have felt the fever of rebellion. Now, it’s Ireland’s turn. All we want is the independence to govern ourselves.” 

“This isn’t just some disagreement in regards to the rule of law,” Liam countered. “People have died over independence.” 

“They died fighting for what they believed in, just like Father. If I’m lucky, I’ll have the chance to do the same.” 

“What makes you think England is in the business of giving up countries willingly?” Liam pushed.

“That’s why armed insurrection is our only choice,” Owen responded.  “It’s the last thing we want, but it’s the only way they’ll listen. Stephens is calling it the Irish Republican Brotherhood.  Pretty fancy, eh?”

Liam shook his head, contemplating the consequence of such ideologies. It wasn’t that Liam supported British sovereignty over Ireland. In fact, Liam had every reason to be against it with all the animosity he experienced in England. But he couldn’t shake the thought of their father, Deaglan, lying dead on their dinner table, his family mourning such a loss, and his dying mother left alone to tend to what family remained. 

“I’m just a fighter,” Liam said aloud, though it was the only thought in his mind. 

“You can be much more,” Owen encouraged. 

Liam did not respond. Instead, he remained silent contemplating his brother’s offer. Owen finished his drink, slid his chair back and stood up.   

“Listen, I better be off,” he said. “But, take some time to think about it. If you change your mind, James and I will be staying at Donnelly’s Inn behind Lombard Street. He would certainly love to meet you.” 

Owen pulled a coin out of his pocket and laid it on the table to pay for the drinks. He placed his hand on his brother’s shoulder. 

“I hope to see you soon.” 

With that, Owen left Liam in the pub. Picking up the coin, Liam ran it through his fingers. Torn between his brother and his career, he spun the coin on the table hoping it would help him make a decision. After what seemed like forever, the coin fell to one side giving Liam the answer he was looking for. 

Several nights later, Liam strolled down Lombard Street late at night. Following the instructions Owen had provided him, he came to Donnelly’s Inn where they were staying and knocked loudly on the door. The door swung open and Owen was there to greet him with a heavy pat on the shoulder. 

“I knew you couldn’t say no to me.” 

He pushed Liam in through the doorway. It was a small room with one bed, a table, a small bathroom, and a fireplace. Sitting in front of the fireplace reading a book was James Stephens, a strapping, bearded man in his mid-thirties. Looking up from his book, he smiled at the sight of the two brothers together, closed the book and stood up to greet Liam. 

“Liam Bartley, the pride of Ireland,” James declared. 

“It’s a pleasure to see you again, Mr. Stephens.” 

“The pleasure’s all mine, and please, call me James.” 

James studied Liam’s face intently for a moment. 

“My, if you weren’t the spitting image of your father himself. Owen’s much more your mother’s likeness, God rest her lovely soul. I was quite sad to hear of her passing from sickness shortly after your father died. No child should have to suffer through that. Please, have a seat.” 

The three men sat down at the table. James pulled out a bottle of whiskey and three glasses, pouring a drink for each of them. He lifted his glass for a toast. 

“First order of business: a toast, to brothers united once again and to Deaglan Bartley, a great man, mentor, and martyr.” 

They drank their fills and James poured each man another. 

“You know,” he began. “I’ve been reading about your fights in the papers since we’ve returned. It seems you’ve become a household name with the Irish in boxing.” 

“I have our father to thank for that,” Liam answered. “And I suppose the older children at the orphanage.” 

“Your father was quite the fighter himself,” James mentioned. “Would’ve stuck with it too if he hadn’t met your mother. But I suppose that’s how it goes.” 

“So how does it feel to be back in Ireland?” Liam wondered.

James shook his head in a thoughtful manner. 

“When I was exiled, I was afraid I’d never be able to return. But, Paris is a much different world. Since its glorious revolution, France has become the center of modern philosophy and thought. I felt incensed by it all, embraced by the thriving culture like it was my own. It encouraged me to return to Ireland and try to finish what we started so many years ago.” 

“A free and independent Ireland as I understand?” 

“There’s a fever, my friend,” James began. “It has spread across the whole continent of Europe. Owen has seen it as well. It’s a new way of thinking out there and it’s what gave the Americans their freedom. It freed the French from the tyranny of their monarchy. And it’s going to do the same here in Ireland. The blight may have passed here in Ireland, but many of the problems still remain. Our famine still exists no thanks to the British who turned their backs on us when we needed it most. We are simply a nation of the impoverished and malnourished with no choice but to beg our oppressors for help. We must bring an end to the suffering. It’s time for revolution and we can be the torch to light the way for that change.” 

“How do you suppose we do that?” Liam asked rather patronizingly. 

“I have made plans to unite the supporting members here in Ireland with a body of supporters that exists over in America. There is a colleague of mine in New York, a Mr. John O’Mahony, who is working to assemble the local factions there in support for our cause.  You see, we have the numbers. All we need to do is come together. I’ve sent an emissary some time ago to John proposing the alliance of our organizations, the Fenian Brotherhood and the Irish Republican Brotherhood, to join together and fight for Irish independence. This, my friend, is to be witnessed as the very birth of the Irish resistance. We soon will be a force to be reckoned with.  And once the time is right, we will strike.” 

“The air is ripe with war, Liam,” Owen added. “It’s inevitable, no matter what we do.” 

Liam knew there was no use in trying to talk his brother out of whatever they had planned. In fact, Liam even believed in what they were saying. He had seen the ill-treatment the Irish received from the British all his life and yearned to see his country free where people like the British would not look down upon them for their Catholic beliefs; where an Irish Catholic would be treated as an equal and not a lesser being. 

“All I want to do is fight,” Liam relented. “If that is what you ask of me, then I will fight for the Irish.” 

“That’s the spirit!” James shouted excitedly. “Now, let’s revel in each other’s company.”

Owen and James were as gleeful as children. They celebrated that night, toasting to the new journey they would embark on together.

Only a few days had passed before Owen and James called for the gathering of all supporters to their cause. On the night of St. Patrick’s Day in 1858, a crowd gathered at Langan’s timber-yard on Lombard St. In the yard stood close to a dozen men. Among them were James and Owen, Peter Langan, Thomas Luby, Walter Donegal, Shae Billings, Charles Kickham, and Garrett O’Shaughnessy. These men were noted for their activism in spreading Anti-British sentiment among the Irish population. Peter was a close confidant of James and offered up his place of business to gather for the ushering in of the brotherhood. Thomas was a former member of the Young Irelander movement along with James. After the rebellion that killed Liam’s father, Luby fled Ireland for some time, living both in France and Australia before returning three years earlier. Luby helped Stephens draft the oath of the brotherhood for which they all were about to take. Both Charles Kickham and Garrett O’Shaughnessy were fellow sympathizers of the Young Irelanders and contributed to The Nation, a newspaper dedicated to supporting the establishment of an Independent Ireland.  Walter and Shae were a pair of easily-impressionable men who hung around the local taverns and happened to catch one of James’ speeches for independence. Needless to say, they were infatuated with James and his quest for independence.

Liam felt dizzy from all the handshakes and praise offered up by others for his father. Owen seemed to be well used to it by now, never letting his smile subside. Whether it was, the praise of their father or the attention given to him that caused such a smile, Liam could not be sure. Regardless, everyone was eager and bubbling with excitement, everyone except for James. James was conversing with a late arriving gentleman who happened to be Joe Denieffe, James’ emissary to O’Mahony in the U.S. Denieffe had just arrived to present James with a letter whose contents seemed to have woke a great concern within James. As he grimaced over the letter, he stuffed it in his pocket and shook Joe’s hand. James walked to the head of the crowd where his voice boomed loudly. 

“My fellow Irishmen,” he began. “It warms my heart to see the faces of my friends and countrymen here this evening. We gather here in troubled times with the hope of offering a new future for our kin. Many years ago, several of you stood with me at Ballingarry and watched as good men fell fighting for their beliefs. Too long have we suffered at the expense of our sovereigns who hide in their lavish parliament across the water, taking advantage of our short-comings while we live off the scraps left behind by the blight. I bring you here tonight to tell you that our suffering is over. Tonight, we are ushering in a new era for Irish independence with the creation of a brotherhood whose sole purpose is to oversee the establishment of a free Irish state, to protect our Catholic brethren from the Protestant regime that is England by any means necessary. Gentlemen, you have answered the call of your country to seize this moment. I ask that you join me here this evening in pledging yourselves to our brotherhood, the Irish Republican Brotherhood!” 

All the men cheered for James. Thomas Luby approached James at the head of the crowd and pulled out a letter that carried the official oath of the brotherhood. 

“Repeat after me,” Thomas ordered. 

James spoke the words in return: 

I, do solemnly swear, in the presence of Almighty God, that I will do my utmost, at every risk, while life lasts, to make Ireland an independent Democratic Republic; that I will yield implicit obedience, in all things not contrary to the law of God to the commands of my superior officers; and that I shall preserve inviolable secrecy regarding all the transactions of this secret society that may be confided in me. So help me God! Amen. 

The men reveled once again as James was sworn in as the first member of the Irish Republican Brotherhood. The rest of the men present joined in on swearing their oaths to the new brotherhood. Liam stood next to his brother as they both spoke their oaths, tying their fates to that of their country. There was no turning back from here, brothers by blood and duty, forever oath bound. 

Eirinn Go Brach. 

Ireland forever. 
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