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INTRODUCTION

In the 1870s, Ireland was in a period of uneasy calm. The Great Famine lay a generation in the past, but emigration continued relentlessly. The Fenian movement had been suppressed, though not extinguished, surviving in covert form, while constitutional nationalism persisted, though it was achieving little. Outside the north east there was almost no industrialisation, and the country remained primarily a food supplier to Britain. In London, there was a widespread belief that Ireland had been pacified, a manageable part of a confident and expanding empire.

The rescue of the Catalpa was a rare Fenian success. In 1876, six prisoners were freed from the British colony of Western Australia by the American-based Fenian organisation, Clan na Gael. The episode did not alter conditions in Ireland, but it demonstrated that British power could be challenged, even at the far edge of empire.

Curiously, the rescue is little known in Ireland today. When I have asked Irish people whether they have heard of the Catalpa rescue, most have not. Yet many were familiar with distant adventures such as the escapes of Allied prisoners from Stalag Luft III or Colditz Castle.

Measured not only by its audacity but by the sheer drama of the enterprise, the Catalpa rescue ought to occupy a secure place in Irish historical memory. Yet it has slipped to the margins. The Irish, often accused of being a nation that cannot forget its history, have done surprisingly little to commemorate this remarkable event. While the National Museum of Ireland holds the Stars and Stripes that is attributed as having flown on the whaler, abroad the story is better served. There have been exhibitions focusing on the Catalpa at Fremantle Prison (now a museum) and at the New Bedford Whaling Museum, as well as a memorial stone on the waterfront. Most appropriately, a Catalpa memorial stands on the foreshore at Rockingham in Western Australia.

In print, the record is uneven. Pease’s The Catalpa Expedition, published in 1897 and now available online, remains an excellent early account. But there are few accurate and well-written books on the rescue, Seán Ó Lúing’s Fremantle Mission (1965) being a notable exception. Another valuable source is John Devoy’s Catalpa Expedition, edited by Fennell and King. For local Australian detail, Keith Amos’ The Fenians in Australia is particularly strong.

Donal O’Kelly, in his outstandingly entertaining one-man theatre show on the Catalpa, has brought the story vividly to life over recent decades. The production won an award at the Edinburgh Fringe and has been performed around the world. It is framed as the ‘greatest movie never made’ – and that description raises a genuine puzzle: why has such a richly cinematic story never reached the screen?

This book sets out to tell the story of the audacious Catalpa rescue, set against the background of the struggle for Irish independence: a great adventure, marked by meticulous planning and (mostly) heroic characters, who sailed across vast oceans to rescue prisoners from the clutches of an omnipresent empire.






Chapter 1


A NATION
ON THE EDGE

At 9.30 a.m. on 1 January 1801, the Royal Tyrone Regiment in full ceremonial dress, officers in black bearskins, the men in red jackets, marched into Dublin Castle to mark the official commencement of the Act of Union. A salute was fired from a battery in the Phoenix Park. With the Union now in force, the flag of the Kingdom of Ireland, a gold harp on a blue field, was superseded by that of the newly merged kingdoms of Ireland and Britain, incorporating the red saltire of the Cross of St Patrick. The new Royal Standard of the United Kingdom, the Union flag still in use today, was raised over the Bedford Tower.

Nearby, in St Patrick’s Hall, the setting for major state occasions, the visual language of Union had already been laid down. More than a decade earlier, Vincenzo Waldré had created a series of allegorical ceiling paintings that amounted to high-octane propaganda in favour of the Union. The central panel depicts George III, with Britannia and Justice on his right, and Hibernia and Liberty on his left. The same theme – Ireland’s contented agreement to English rule – was reinforced in another panel showing Henry II receiving the submission of Irish chieftains.

The union of the Kingdom of Ireland with Britain marked a sea change for the western island. A century earlier, Ireland looked very different. Successive plantations over the centuries, involving the dispossession of native Irish families and their replacement with settlers, ensured that lords and landed gentry could enjoy great estates dotted across the most fertile parts of Ireland, while attending their parliament in Dublin. The great mass of the Irish population represented by the Catholics were firmly in their place, safely within the bounds of the Penal Laws (which also targeted Presbyterians and other non-Anglican Protestants).

As prices for agricultural products increased during the mid-eighteenth century, Ireland became a gilded region for the holders of great estates. As new wealth flowed, the lords could build their townhouses in Dublin, and the city became a magical place of culture and society, marked by great Georgian streets and squares. In this opulent era, Dublin grew to become the second city of the burgeoning British Empire.

The nation had its own parliament, albeit with limited powers. The expansion of Dublin in the eighteenth century proved lucrative for architects, from Edward Lovett Pearce, who designed Parliament House, to James Gandon, whose commissions included the Custom House and the Four Courts. In time, the parliament began to assert itself. Backed by the visible presence of the armed Irish Volunteers, Henry Grattan led a campaign for legislative independence. In 1782, the Irish parliament won the right to make laws for Ireland, though it remained firmly dominated by the Protestant Ascendancy.

However, there were new currents: disaffection bubbled in Ireland at England’s interference in Irish affairs and also at the discrimination against Catholics and Presbyterians. The United Ireland movement was founded in Belfast and Dublin in 1791. The American and French Revolutions that had recently taken place proved an inspiration for the United Irishmen. Wolfe Tone, their leader, travelled to France in 1796 to discuss an invasion of Ireland. However, each of the subsequent French expeditions to Ireland failed. In May 1798 a rebellion by the United Irishmen flared up in several regions and was bloodily suppressed. Atrocities abounded on both sides and the death toll was as high as 30,000. This rising provoked fear among the ruling elite and, as war with France continued, the need for a long-term solution became apparent. Increasingly, that solution was seen as the union of Ireland with Britain and its parliament. Following a campaign of propaganda, pressure and outright bribery, the British government secured a majority in both houses of the Irish parliament for its Act of Union.

Post-1801 the country settled down to the dullness of provincial life, ruled over by Westminster, over 460km away from Dublin. The 100 Irish members of parliament (MPs) selected from the old Irish House of Commons decamped to the imperial parliament. The Irish lords, numbering over two dozen, also left to sit in the Westminster House of Lords.

The components of power changed. The new Irish MPs were absorbed into the overall mass of 658 MPs and lost much of their sense of national cohesion. Unlike in Scotland or Wales, the position of Lord Lieutenant (or Viceroy) as the representative of the Crown, was retained in Ireland. The Chief Secretary for Ireland became the principal political link with London and supervised the Irish civil service, which was centred in Dublin Castle, and administered local government, law enforcement and revenue collection.

Dublin became a quieter, duller place. As demand slackened, the handful of luxury craft industries, glass, silver, furniture and the like, slowly went into decline. A new prosperity arising from the Union had been promised. It was not to be. As the generally smaller and more scattered Irish industries came into contact with the large, efficient factories of Great Britain, which were then in a period of rapid technological change and industrial growth, they began to collapse. Cheaper woollen and cotton goods from Britain began to undermine Irish producers. Linen was the exception: the linen industry in the north east of Ireland had achieved a critical mass and was able to thrive and expand.

For tenants or labourers struggling to survive on small scraps of land, the Act of Union was not relevant. Whether parliament sat in Dublin or London made little difference to their daily lives. What mattered for the mass of Irish people was the extreme inequity in land ownership. That imbalance was the legacy of plantations, conflict and confiscation from the late sixteenth century onwards. Land seizures accelerated during the Cromwellian period and were completed following the defeat of James II, transferring ownership from Catholic landholders to a predominantly Protestant elite, many of them non-resident.

The result was a rigid social hierarchy. The native Irish, overwhelmingly Catholic, became a tenant class, paying rent in cash or through their work on the landlord’s land. Many held their plots from head tenants, thus introducing layers of sub-tenancy. At the lowest end were cottiers, clinging to tiny portions of land hardly sufficient for survival, and landless labourers, dependent entirely on some form of wage or the vagaries of casual work. High rents, insecurity of tenure and the constant risk of eviction were a feature of rural life. Absentee landlords sought to maximise income from their estates, many investing little in the land and showing little concern for the welfare of their tenants.

The introduction of the potato, widely adopted by the late eighteenth century, transformed life in rural Ireland. This extraordinarily nutritious plant was easy to grow, flourished on marginal soils and produced high yields. It allowed even the poorest tenants to survive on small plots, making possible the subdivision of land among the generations that followed. Despite the insecure position of the Irish people, the population was growing remarkably: estimated at around two million in 1700, it had risen to roughly five million by 1801. A period of relative peace, low emigration and high birth rates associated with early marriage further spurred on this growth. Potato cultivation meant that even small patches of ground could support a family. By the early 1830s, the population had reached over seven million, setting the stage for the crises to come.

Life was difficult across much of western and rural Ireland; however, it was not the same everywhere. In the more fertile eastern and midlands counties, tenants often had larger plots. For most, however, life was precarious. Most rural families lived on tiny, subdivided plots with barely enough to survive, while a small Anglo-Irish elite controlled most of the land. This division of land and power bred deep resentment. In many areas, tenants and cottiers expressed their dissatisfaction through secret societies, such as the Ribbonmen in Leinster and parts of Munster, which tried to enforce fair rents, resist evictions and protect their communities.

The Penal Laws, directed against Catholics and Protestant Dissenters, had been substantially lessened by the end of the eighteenth century. Nevertheless, Catholics remained barred from parliament, judicial office and senior positions in the army and state. In addition, there were continued restrictions on building churches and setting up schools. During the debates over the Act of Union, the Irish Protestant Ascendancy opposed Catholic Emancipation, fearful that it would undermine the established Anglican Church (Church of Ireland) and threaten their dominance. The British government, meanwhile, remained wary of Catholic loyalty to the papacy.

Then in 1823, Daniel O’Connell, a charismatic Catholic barrister from Kerry, founded the Catholic Association and launched a coordinated national campaign for full Catholic Emancipation. An exceptional orator, O’Connell quickly revealed a great mastery of popular agitation. He crafted his Catholic Association into a genuine mass organisation that grew from strength to strength. Eventually, alarmed by the amount of popular support and the danger of strife, and with parliament divided, the British government chose to yield. In March 1829, the Roman Catholic Relief Act, also known as the Catholic Emancipation Act, was passed.

After Emancipation, O’Connell took his seat as MP for Clare and became a principal advocate for Irish Catholic rights. He championed constitutional reform and tenant protections, insisting on peaceful means to achieve change. In 1840, he founded the Repeal Association to campaign for the repeal of the Act of Union, this time mobilising huge crowds to generate support. However, as time went by, O’Connell lost much of his former vigour and his attempts to secure repeal were unsuccessful. He died in Genoa en route to a personal audience with the Pope in May 1847.

Education in the early nineteenth century was a long way from the glory days of the early medieval Irish monastic period (sixth to twelfth centuries) when monasteries had served as centres of literacy, producing extraordinary, illuminated manuscripts and sustaining Latin and religious scholarship in Europe during the ‘Dark Ages’. Many centuries afterwards, to circumvent the restrictions of the Penal Laws, informal ‘hedge schools’ had been established in rural areas, run by educated men who taught literacy and numeracy and in some cases Latin or Greek.

From 1831 onwards, the government introduced the state-funded national school system in Ireland; the aim in doing so was to improve literacy and knowledge, and also to encourage the population, especially in rural areas, to respect the law. By 1845, there were around 4,000 schools catering for more than 400,000 pupils. While the national school system faced practical challenges, notably low teacher pay and a shortage of trained teachers, it did bring education to the wider public.

Ironically, the system of education that the English had allowed and encouraged among the native Irish, in the hope of promoting order and respect for authority, had a very different effect. It produced generations able to read and judge for themselves, and to weigh Britain’s claim that Ireland would be better governed under the Union against alternative visions of self-rule. In time, that clarity was turned against British rule by educated men and women, among them the Fenians, and later still, the men and women of 1916, who saw themselves as heirs to the Fenian tradition.

And then, as the nineteenth century reached its middle decades, the simple, bounteous potato took centre stage – and proved a perilous blessing indeed. Localised failures of the crop had been pretty common over the preceding decades, so when potato blight (phytophthora infestans) appeared in Ireland in September 1845, it was widely assumed to be a repetition of a troublesome but familiar phenomenon. It spread rapidly, destroying up to half the crop. The following year, blight returned: by September 1846 entire potato fields of Ireland were blackened. Famine raged in Connacht and Munster. People scavenged for anything edible, even turnip tops, seaweed and nettles. Hunger and death were abroad and were compounded by dysentery carried in polluted wells and streams, cutting through an already weakened population.

The year 1847 (known as Black ’47) was the bleakest year of the Great Famine. Paradoxically, there was little blight, but very few potatoes had been sown, and the resultant crop, though healthy, was too small. Amid all the misery, the bitter irony was that the government, true to its belief in free trade, allowed food exports to continue: Ireland remained a net exporter of food even in 1847, the worst year of the Famine.

Blight struck again in the summer of 1848, bringing another severe failure of the crop. Hopes rose in 1849 for a good harvest, but the disease returned in the south and west, while the eastern and midland counties fared somewhat better.

It is estimated that around one million people died from hunger and disease between 1845 and 1850, and the effect on the population was compounded by emigration. In the decade before the Famine, leaving Ireland had been a last resort. Now, desperate people thronged the ports, determined to escape what seemed a doomed island. In 1847 alone, more than 200,000 people emigrated, most bound for North America.

Death, disease and emigration depleted the population catastrophically. By 1851, Ireland had lost roughly 1.6 million people. Emigration continued long after the worst years of the Famine, as small farms were cleared and livelihoods disappeared, driving hundreds of thousands abroad in each succeeding decade. By the dawn of the twentieth century, Ireland, still part of the United Kingdom, one of the world’s leading industrial and economic powers, had barely half the inhabitants it had in 1845. Across the Irish Sea, Britain’s population had doubled over the same period, fuelled by industrial expansion and imperial wealth. And so Ireland, under British administration characterised by official indifference and deep-seated prejudice, emerged from the Famine gravely mismanaged, its countryside emptied of people and its economy left stagnant, reduced to the rural hinterland of a mighty industrial power.

Young Ireland was a nationalist movement that emerged in the 1840s. It aimed to secure Irish independence, while adopting a new cultural identity. Drawn largely from the educated middle class, its leadership included figures such as Thomas Davis and Charles Gavan Duffy. Their newspaper, The Nation, circulated widely, inspiring schoolteachers, artisans and rural readers alike. Initially aligned with Daniel O’Connell and his repeal movement, they grew impatient with his cautious approach. Although the leadership was largely urban and Dublin-based, the unfolding Great Famine radicalised them, deepening their sense of injustice and strengthening their nationalism.

In 1848, revolutions flared across Europe, shaking existing regimes in the name of national freedom. Encouraged by these upheavals, the Young Ireland leaders decided to act, determined that Ireland too should break from British rule. But, as before, the rebellion was undone by poor planning and the ever-present network of government informers. Forewarned, the authorities flooded Dublin with troops and suspended habeas corpus. The movement ended almost as soon as it began – in a brief skirmish at Ballingarry, County Tipperary, in July 1848, where two constables were killed.

Of the leaders, John Mitchel had already been arrested earlier in May 1848 and was condemned to transportation. He was sent first to Bermuda and then to Van Diemen’s Land (now Tasmania), where he arrived in April 1850.

William Smith O’Brien and Thomas Francis Meagher were captured following the collapse of the rising. They were tried and convicted of high treason. The death sentences passed on them were commuted to penal exile for life in Van Diemen’s Land, where most of the imprisoned Young Ireland leaders were also sent.

O’Brien was eventually pardoned and returned to Ireland, where he died in 1864. Thomas Francis Meagher had led a colourful life prior to his arrest. He is credited with having brought the first Irish tricolour – the green, white and orange flag – to Ireland, having been inspired by the French tricolour on a visit to Paris during the 1848 Revolution. When Meagher arrived in Hobart Town (originally established as Sullivans Cove) in 1849 as a political prisoner, he was treated leniently and granted a ‘ticket-of-leave’, a conditional parole that allowed him to live and work freely within a specified district. The restless Meagher planned an escape. A harbinger of later Irish escapes from Australia, this inspired sympathisers among the Young Ireland diaspora in the United States to support escapes of transported political prisoners.

Through these contacts, the Elizabeth Thompson was arranged to call off the Tasmanian coast in early 1852. After some delay, Meagher was taken aboard and the vessel sailed eastward into the South Pacific, rounding Cape Horn. He reached New York in May 1852, where he was greeted as a hero by Irish Americans. Meagher became a journalist, and at the outbreak of the American Civil War in 1861 he raised and led the Irish Brigade for the Union. His men fought with great courage at Antietam and Fredericksburg, suffering heavy losses. Appointed after the war as acting governor of the Montana Territory, he died mysteriously in 1867 after falling from a steamer into the Missouri River. His body was never recovered.

A year after Meagher’s flight, his fellow convict in Tasmania, John Mitchel, one of the most radical of the Young Irelanders, followed his example. Mitchel broke his parole in 1853 and escaped aboard an American ship – once again prearranged by Irish-American sympathisers – reaching New York to a hero’s welcome. There he resumed his revolutionary journalism, founding The Citizen. Later he moved to Richmond, Virginia, where he edited Confederate newspapers. His defence of the American South and slavery would cast a long shadow over his legacy. As we shall see, in his later years he came to support the rescue initiative for the ‘Military Fenians’ in Western Australia.

Over the course of the nineteenth century, the British government treated Ireland as a place requiring constant containment. The systems that emerged to achieve this were driven by a fear of disorder and loss of control. Until 1848, Ireland had remained relatively calm after Emmet’s brief rising in Dublin in 1803, though agrarian violence persisted in some parts. Although formally united with Britain after 1801, Ireland was not treated as an equal partner in the Union but rather as a province to be controlled. Policing and local control rested on a diverse number of militias and local constables, reinforced when necessary by army units.

In 1822, the government created the Irish Constabulary, reorganised in 1836, to establish a more regular form of control. The new force carried out the duties of ordinary policing, but its structure was different from anything in Britain. It was an armed force, centrally controlled from Dublin Castle, its constables expected to remain on the qui vive for political disturbance. One early inspector-general compared it to a light infantry regiment. Though its ranks resembled those of British police, its role was different: the Irish Constabulary combined civil policing with political vigilance, serving as means of state control as well as of public order. By the 1840s, around 8,500 constables were stationed in a wide network of barracks around the country.

Alongside the constabulary stood the British Army. In peacetime, between 25,000 and 30,000 soldiers were stationed across the country, nearly half of the total number stationed in the United Kingdom. Major garrisons were maintained at Dublin, Cork, Limerick, Galway, Kilkenny, Athlone and Belfast, and later at the Curragh Camp, with smaller posts in county towns and coastal forts. An important role was deterrence, to reinforce the constabulary during unrest and to secure the island against any threat of invasion or rebellion.

After the ban on Catholic enlistment was lifted in 1793, Irishmen came to make up a substantial share of the British Army. The dense network of barracks across Ireland also functioned as a ready source of recruits. As the Napoleonic Wars ended, large numbers of veterans were demobilised, and recruitment slowed. However, by the 1830s imperial expansion again demanded fresh manpower. During and after the Great Famine, enlistment from Ireland rose sharply: for many destitute young men, the army offered regular food, clothing and pay. By mid-century, roughly two out of every five soldiers in the British Army were Irish-born. The army functioned as the ultimate means by which to maintain British rule. Together with the constabulary, it formed the twin pillars of British power in Ireland – the police embedded in everyday life, the army held in reserve behind the walls of its barracks.

In the immediate post-Famine years, Ireland settled down to a diminished existence. In agriculture there was a move from tillage towards pastoral farming. Smallholdings had disappeared. In consequence the great wave of emigration continued. With negligible industrial growth, the country assumed a role as a supplier of beef, butter and grain to Britain.

Although the Young Ireland rising of 1848 had been swiftly crushed, its resonance ran far beyond the small circle of rebels. In a country still reeling from the Famine, many now saw their suffering as the result of deep political and economic injustice. A new generation, better educated through the national schools and increasingly exposed to newspapers and pamphlets, was beginning to think in national terms on a broader scale – of Ireland as a distinct country with its own history and identity. The Young Irelanders had helped to shape that outlook, particularly among the literate classes, though its reach was uneven.

Two men who embodied that legacy carried it with them into exile. James Stephens, from Kilkenny, who had been an apprentice civil engineer during the construction of the Waterford, Limerick & Western Railway in 1844, had been wounded in the skirmish at Ballingarry in 1848 and fled to the continent to avoid arrest. John O’Mahony, from a landowner family of ancient Gaelic lineage and who had studied in Trinity College Dublin, had developed a fascination with Irish history and language, a passion that drew him into the Young Ireland movement. After the failure of the rising, he went on the run in the countryside and ultimately left Ireland for France.

Over the following years, both men lived meagre existences in Paris, supporting themselves through teaching and translation. After the collapse of the nationalist uprisings which had sprung up across Europe around the time, the city became a refuge for their defeated idealists. Living in modest lodgings Stephens and O’Mahony found themselves in a world still alive with republican debate. For the two men, their experience was akin to attending a university of revolution. Despite surveillance by Napoleon III’s police, the cafés and boarding houses of the exiles buzzed with talk of national independence and of more practical matters – how to organise a movement, build cells and evade the secret police.

Amid this charged revolutionary atmosphere, Stephens developed his concept for an organised Irish republican movement. His period of exile ended in early 1856 when he returned to Ireland. He began a series of tours, travelling to gauge whether there was support for a new, disciplined secret organisation dedicated to establishing an independent Irish republic. For nearly two years he moved quietly from town to town, meeting potential sympathisers: former participants in the 1848 rising, nationalist activists and trusted figures within trades and craft associations.

On St Patrick’s Day 1858 Joseph Denieffe, an envoy from the United States, arrived to see Stephens who was staying at Peter Langan’s timber yard off Lombard Street in Dublin. Denieffe brought promises of American support and Stephens wasted no time. That evening he, together with a handful of associates, held the first formal meeting of what they called the Irish Revolutionary Brotherhood – soon to be known as the Irish Republican Brotherhood (IRB). There they swore an oath to maintain secrecy, affirming their intention to make Ireland an independent democratic republic. Stephens was appointed ‘Chief Organiser of the Irish Republic’.

Influenced by the secret revolutionary societies of France and Italy, they adopted a cell-based system of organisation: local ‘circles’ bound by oath and directed ultimately from the top by Stephens himself. The principle was that each member would know only his immediate associates, never the wider organisation. In keeping with this practice, the oath of enlistment was administered in the presence of only two individuals, the recruiter and the new member, thereby preserving strict secrecy regarding membership. At the core of command stood Centre A, who directed nine sub-centres or captains (Bs). Each captain commanded nine sergeants (Cs), and each sergeant directed nine privates (Ds). In theory, this tiered structure would have placed just over eight hundred men under a single centre. In practice, such mathematical symmetry was rarely achieved – some circles were small and uneven, while membership in others might swell to as many as two thousand men.

Stephens did not delay. By the following day he and Thomas Clarke Luby, one of those present at the founding meeting, set out to undertake the difficult task of spreading the new organisation – recruiting supporters while evading the ever-watchful eyes of the Irish Constabulary. The organisation was open to those of all religions, and they found fertile ground. Across the country they drew followers from the growing ranks of literate artisans, small-town professionals and the lower middle classes, as well as from younger farmers and labourers angered by rents and insecurity of tenure.

Stephens steadily worked his way across the country, and by the summer of 1858 he had reached West Cork. In Skibbereen, he encountered the Phoenix National and Literary Society, founded a few years earlier by Jeremiah O’Donovan Rossa. Sworn, secretive and openly republican, the society represented an early expression of the militant separatist ideas that would soon be known as Fenianism. Stephens immediately absorbed the Phoenix men into the IRB, and they became an important provincial nucleus of the movement.

Within a few months, the organisation had spread through south-west Cork and into parts of Kerry. From those early beginnings, the Brotherhood began to take root across Ireland. By the early 1860s, IRB circles had been established in most major cities, in Dublin, Cork, Limerick, Waterford and Belfast.

While Stephens was setting up the Brotherhood in Ireland, his old comrade John O’Mahony was undertaking something similar across the Atlantic. The two men had long agreed, since their exile in Paris, that Ireland’s liberation would require not only a disciplined secret organisation at home but also support from the considerable Irish population abroad. By the late 1850s, the United States was home to over a million Irish immigrants – many Famine exiles who had found new lives in the cities of the East Coast and Midwest. Emigration from Ireland continued through the 1850s and 1860s, and Irish communities continued to grow in New York, Boston and Chicago, where nationalist support remained strong. After Stephens founded the IRB in Dublin in March 1858, he sent Joseph Denieffe, now one of the head centres, back to New York in search of funds as well as to report on progress.

O’Mahony, already well established among Irish exiles, responded immediately. His intent was to create a companion organisation in America, to support the movement in Ireland. O’Mahony formally founded the Fenian Brotherhood in lower Manhattan, New York, among a small circle of Irish nationalist exiles. The name Fenian, drawn from the Fianna of early Irish legend, gave the movement a distinctly national and heroic character. The name soon spread back across the Atlantic, and before long the men of the Brotherhood everywhere – in Ireland, Britain and America – were known simply as Fenians.

Beginning with 40 New York members in early 1859, the movement in the United States reached around 50,000 by the outbreak of the Civil War in 1861. Its spread was helped by the deepening of anti-British feeling among unionists in the North, fuelled by Britain’s recognition of Confederate belligerency and, soon after, by raiders built in British shipyards.

The Brotherhood found fertile ground in Britain. Decades of emigration had created a vast Irish presence there. Many were Famine emigrants who had not lost their memory of Ireland, living under economic hardship and social prejudice. IRB organisers began travelling across the Irish Sea, spreading the movement through these expatriate communities. Its cell system suited the crowded Irish quarters of Britain’s industrial towns. Cities such as Liverpool, Manchester and Glasgow became centres for Fenian activism.

The basic premise for Fenianism was that Irish freedom could not be won by constitutional means and that British rule must be thrown off by force. In general members did not espouse a programme of social or societal reform – once national independence had been won, then reforms of this nature could be addressed. Instinctively conservative, most Irish bishops and senior clergy opposed the avowedly non-sectarian Fenian movement, both for its secretive nature and its advocacy of revolution.

In 1863, Stephens decided to establish a weekly newspaper, The Irish People, to spread the Fenian message. As he wrote: ‘The people are in sore need of a paper at once reliable and capable of supplying the knowledge they require so much – a knowledge of their rights and duties – of the dignity and power of labour – of what they are and might and shall become.’

Many of the personnel for the newspaper came from the central secret committee. The titular proprietor was Thomas Clarke Luby, John O’Leary was editor, Jeremiah O’Donovan Rossa was publisher, and the novelist Charles Kickham was also on the staff. Revolutionary movements have always faced this dilemma: to survive they must remain secret, yet they also need to spread their message. Setting up a newspaper office such as this allowed scrutiny. There was irony in the location of its office – on Parliament Street in Dublin, almost in the shadow of Dublin Castle, the seat of British power in Ireland. Only a few minutes’ walk away stood the detective branch of the Dublin Metropolitan Police, known as ‘G’ Division, which soon succeeded in securing the services of an informer, Pierce Nagle, inside the paper’s offices. And Dublin Castle was on full alert to the danger. It regarded Fenians as worse than previous rebels, as a report on the movement noted: ‘Fenianism is even lower than Phoenixism. It is perhaps all the more dangerous as most of its members have little else to lose besides their lives, and the teachings of its leaders inculcate the worst form of communism.’

Fenian membership continued to grow. In addition, sworn adherents were recruited from within the ranks of the British Army stationed in Ireland. The end of the American Civil War in April 1865 released tens of thousands of Irish-born officers and men, many of whom now turned their thoughts to applying their military experience to the cause of Irish independence. Several American Fenians, former officers, duly travelled to Ireland that year. Stephens had earmarked 1865 as the year for a rising. Yet, despite urgings from Fenians both in Ireland and America, he hesitated – chiefly through concern over the shortage of funds and weapons. Meanwhile the authorities were in a state of alarm. Exaggerated police reports spoke of 120,000 drilled Fenians in Ireland. One informant claimed that every police barracks in County Cork was to be attacked. As rumours spread, more prosperous farmers in the south began to withdraw their savings from the banks. Alarming reports arrived from America: the British consul in Philadelphia warned that one Fenian regiment had already set out for Ireland.

The British soon responded. The Admiralty placed a line of warships around the Irish coast to intercept any American landing. On the night of 14 September 1865, Dublin Castle moved decisively. The police arrived at the offices of The Irish People, seizing all documents and arresting anyone found on the premises. The paper was immediately suppressed. Over the following days, John O’Leary, Thomas Clarke Luby and Jeremiah O’Donovan Rossa were also arrested. They, along with many other detained Fenians, were imprisoned in Richmond Prison on the south side of Dublin (originally known as the Richmond Bridewell, located on the South Circular Road – now the former Griffith Barracks). These arrests were coordinated with a roundup of known Fenians across the country.

James Stephens had been engaged in a meeting elsewhere in Dublin but was alerted about the swoop on the paper and slipped away, minutes before the police arrived. He laid low, but on 11 November, betrayed by an informer, he was seized at a house at Sandymount and remanded to Richmond Prison. Inside the prison, James Stephens soon encountered an ally. This was John J. Breslin, a prison hospital steward who, although not a Fenian, had strong nationalist sympathies. Through one of his brothers Breslin made contact with Colonel Thomas J. Kelly, a Galway-born veteran of the Union side in the American Civil War, sent by Fenians in the United States to Ireland in April 1865 to assess and help organise the movement. Kelly set to and made the external arrangements; he assigned John Devoy – young, trusted and already hardened by a year’s service in the French Foreign Legion – to select ‘the very best men I knew in Dublin for a special work, requiring courage, coolness, and self-control’ for a rescue. One of these was a coachmaker, Denis Duggan (chosen as the Fenian representative aboard the Catalpa a decade later). Using his position, Breslin had access to the principal keys of the cell block. He took impressions in beeswax, and the Fenians outside made duplicates.

On the night of 24 November 1865, Breslin set the plan in motion. Outside was a squad of specially selected and armed men. At 1 a.m., Breslin left his room and quietly made his way to Stephens’ cell. He opened the lock and passed a loaded revolver to Stephens, who was fully dressed. As noiselessly as possible, the pair made their way outside to the governor’s garden.

With help from a prison night watchman, Daniel Byrne, a Fenian, they stacked tables and a ladder, which enabled them to surmount various internal walls. A handful of gravel was thrown over the main wall to alert the rescue party, waiting on the South Circular Road. With the help of a rope, Stephens was soon over the wall. Within the jail, Byrne, the night watchman, waited until 4.00 a.m. to raise the alarm and report the tables and ladder.

As Stephens remained in hiding in Dublin, in rather genteel surroundings – a house overlooking the exclusive Kildare Street Club, long a haunt of the Anglo-Irish elite – there were reported sightings of him everywhere: in a monastery at Harold’s Cross, in Wales, even in Paris. A frenzy of recrimination and investigation followed among the authorities; it was a gross humiliation for Dublin Castle.

The rescue electrified the nation and as John Devoy wrote in his Recollections of an Irish Rebel, ‘The people were wild with delight. Men who had till then looked with open hostility or cold indifference on Fenianism were seized with a sudden enthusiasm. It was the
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