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			AUTHOR’S NOTE

			 

			Spellings of some words in quotations have been Americanized from the British versions for consistency and ease of reading. Italics have been maintained to preserve the original emphasis.

			Prior to July 1, 1867, present-day Canada was referred to as “British North America.” For the sake of clarity and simplicity, this book employs the term “Canada” in place of “British North America.”

		

	
		
		
			
			PROLOGUE

			 

			THIRTEEN MONTHS AFTER Robert E. Lee laid down his sword at Appomattox Court House, former Confederate rebels slipped on their gray wool jackets. Union veterans longing to emancipate an oppressed people donned their blue kepis. Battle-hardened warriors from both the North and the South returned to the front lines, but not to reignite the Civil War. Instead, the former foes became improbable brothers in arms united against a common enemy—Great Britain.

			Entwined by Irish bloodlines, the private army that congregated on the south side of Buffalo, New York, on the night of May 31, 1866, shared not just a craving for gunpowder but a yearning to liberate their homeland from the shackles of the British Empire. For seven hundred years, British rulers attempted to extinguish Ireland’s religion, culture, and language, and when the potato crop failed in the 1840s and 1850s, causing one million people to die, some Irish believed that the British were trying to exterminate them as well.

			Many of the two million refugees fleeing the Great Hunger washed ashore in the United States, where the newcomers continued to face the scorn of nativist Know-Nothings who believed the Irish had no intention of assimilating into American culture but plotted to take handout after handout while imposing papal law on their adopted home. Even from a distance of nearly fifteen years and three thousand miles, the trauma remained raw for many of the insurgents who enlisted in the self-proclaimed Irish Republican Army. Radicalized by their collective ordeal, these Irish American Civil War veterans viewed their service in the bloody crucibles of Bull Run, Antietam, and Gettysburg as training for the real fight they wanted to wage—one to free Ireland.

			
			Wearing green ribbons tied to their hats and fastened to their buttonholes, eight hundred Irish paramilitaries who had traveled from as far away as New Orleans emerged from the boardinghouses and saloons of Buffalo’s Irish enclave, the First Ward, on a clear spring night. Carrying green flags sewn by their wives, girlfriends, and mothers and hauling nine wagons laden with secretly stockpiled rifles and ammunition, the Irish Republican Army set off on one of the most fantastical missions in military history—to kidnap Canada.
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			Bred to hate the British, the thirty-two-year-old colonel John O’Neill was fulfilling his boyhood dream as he led the Irish Republican Army on its march northward. “The governing passion of my life apart from my duty to my God is to be at the head of an Irish Army battling against England for Ireland’s rights,” he declared. “For this I live, and for this if necessary I am willing to die.”

			O’Neill could neither forgive the British for the unspeakable horrors that he had witnessed as a boy coming of age during the Great Hunger nor forget his grandfather’s soul-stirring tales of seventeenth-century ancestors who dared to take up arms against the Crown. Although they did not deliver freedom to Ireland, the young lad learned that just the mere act of fighting the British could render an Irishman a hero.

			Even after taking a Confederate bullet in defense of the Union, O’Neill never forgot the plight of his homeland. Lured by its plan to strike the British province of Canada, which was directly ruled by London, he enlisted in the Irish Republican Army after the Civil War. O’Neill saw the logic in targeting the British Empire at its most accessible point—on the other side of America’s porous northern border—instead of an ocean away in Ireland, a plan that had failed repeatedly over the centuries.

			“Canada is a province of Great Britain; the English flag floats over it and English soldiers protect it,” he wrote. “Wherever the English flag and English soldiers are found, Irishmen have a right to attack.”
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			Far from some whiskey-fueled daydream, the plan for the Irish invasion of Canada had been carefully crafted for months by veteran Civil War officers, including the one-armed general Thomas William Sweeny. Keen students of military history, the Irishmen knew that attacking Canada had been as time-honored an American tradition as fireworks on the Fourth of July. In fact, even before John Hancock affixed his signature to the Declaration of Independence, the Continental army had launched its first major assault of the American Revolution by storming into Quebec.

			In the first American century, the United States and Canada were hardly peaceful neighbors. Old-timers in Buffalo could recall when British soldiers breached the border during the War of 1812 and burned the nascent village to the ground in retaliation for similar measures by U.S. forces. American anger toward Canada surged during the Civil War, when the British colony became a haven for draft dodgers, escaped prisoners of war, and Confederate agents who plotted covert operations including raids on border towns, the firebombing of New York City, and the assassination of President Abraham Lincoln.

			Given Great Britain’s tacit support for the Confederacy and American hopes that Canada would become the next territory to be absorbed as the country continued to fulfill its Manifest Destiny, President Andrew Johnson was more than willing to let the Irish Republican Army twist the tail of the British lion. The U.S. government sold surplus weapons to the Irish militants, and Johnson met personally with their leaders, reportedly giving them his implicit backing. The Irishmen had been free to establish their own state in exile—complete with its own president, constitution, currency, and capitol in the heart of New York City.

			While the Irish Republican Army believed its invasion could spark an Anglo-American war or force the British to redirect troops from Ireland, leaving it more vulnerable to an internal rebellion, what it sought, in essence, was to capture the British colony on America’s northern border, hold it hostage, and ransom it for Ireland’s independence.

			In what is now a little-known coda to the Civil War, Irish Americans invaded Canada five times between 1866 and 1871 in what are collectively known as the Fenian raids. They attacked New Brunswick, Ontario, Quebec, Quebec again, and Manitoba in a series of incursions that eventually devolved into a mix of farce and tragedy. From the Atlantic Ocean to the Great Lakes to the vast prairie, the Fenian raids sowed panic along the border and generated front-page news on two continents.

			
			Before their conclusion, the Fenian raids would prove instrumental in the creation of a new nation—just not the one that Irishmen intended. In the process, however, O’Neill and his brethren would achieve the first Irish military victory over the British since 1745, make the United States a key player in Anglo-Irish affairs, and forge a transatlantic framework that proved pivotal in providing the financial and military support that led to Ireland’s eventual liberation from British rule.

			The Irish invasions of Canada drew in some of the most notable figures from the Civil War—such as Ulysses S. Grant, George Meade, Edwin Stanton, and William Seward—as well as a colorful cast of characters that included a British spy who successfully infiltrated the Irish Republican Army, a turncoat targeted for assassination, and a radical Irish revolutionary who staged his own funeral to evade capture by the British. No man, however, would become as consumed by the improbable scheme of holding Canada hostage as O’Neill.
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			After leading the Irish Republican Army on their six-mile march through Buffalo, O’Neill halted his troops at a dock near the Pratt & Co. blast furnace, where the distance across the Niagara River was among its narrowest.

			As the Irish colonel surveyed his ragtag force clad in blue, gray, and green, he saw grizzle-bearded men and fair-skinned boys, Catholics and Protestants, Yankees and Rebs. As O’Neill squinted into the darkness, he could faintly make out the enemy territory one thousand yards across the river. Awaiting the troops were two steam tugs and four canal boats, which had been procured by an Irishman posing as a foundry owner seeking to transport his employees to a company picnic on Grand Island.

			With Canadian defense forces stationed miles away, the Irishmen easily slipped across the international boundary. The soldiers shook the American dust off their boots and planted their feet firmly on the soil of the British Empire.

			
			The Irish Republican Army’s invasion of Canada had begun.

		

	
		
		
			
			1

			 

			The Young Irelanders

			WHILE HIS COUNTRYMEN wept at the news of his death, James Stephens absorbed the view from atop Ireland’s highest mountain. He might not have been in heaven yet, but the young rebel was closer to it than any man in Ireland.

			Shot twice and left to die during a failed uprising against the British Crown, Stephens somehow escaped both death and the enemy that had occupied his beloved island for seven centuries. An outlaw in his own land, he hid from the authorities in the mist-shrouded Macgillycuddy’s Reeks, where he followed in the footsteps of Finn McCool, the mythical Celtic warrior who hunted deer with his five hundred Irish wolfhounds in these mountains. Now, in the summer of 1848, Stephens and his fellow Irish patriots were the prey, with the world’s foremost superpower in pursuit.

			To throw the police off the chase, friends and family in the fugitive’s hometown of Kilkenny spread the erroneous news of his death. The Kilkenny Moderator ran an obituary for “poor James Stephens,” who “proved a martyr in the true sense of the word.” To further the ruse, the Irishman’s father staged a mock funeral. In the shadows of Kilkenny’s St. Canice’s Cathedral, which had been ransacked by the British forces of Oliver Cromwell two hundred years earlier, broad shoulders bore a coffin laden with stones. They laid the casket in the turf and erected a simple gravestone that bore the inscription “Here Lies James Stephens.”

			The deceased, however, was very much alive as he traversed vast bogs, overgrown moors, and mountain streams swollen from summer downpours on a journey across the south of Ireland—one that he knew could conclude at the end of a noose. A stout man of average height, Stephens had fair skin and noticeably small hands and feet, which gave him an effeminate appearance. A voracious reader, he had few close acquaintances apart from his beloved books, perhaps because of his shifty appearance, thanks to an involuntary twitch in his left eye that caused him to wink constantly.
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					James Stephens, the founding member of the Irish Republican Brotherhood, never wavered in his opposition to any invasion of Canada.

				
			
			Covering as many as forty miles a day on raw, blistered feet, Stephens left behind a trail of blood drops from County Tipperary to County Kerry and the summit of Ireland’s tallest peak. Surely, he thought, the British combing the countryside for insurgents would not bother to look on the roof of Ireland. From the top of Carrauntoohil, Stephens gazed out at a wondrous panorama of glimmering lakes and rain-scoured mountains.

			The beautiful facade, however, belied the rotting death that lurked below the surface of Ireland’s green sod. The same newspapers that had printed the rebel’s obituary also reported that the dreaded “potato disease” had returned for the fourth straight year. Potatoes that had appeared perfectly healthy just weeks earlier now bled a putrid red-brown mucus. A closer inspection of the scenery from Carrauntoohil’s summit revealed a horrific landscape of abandoned potato ridges, walking skeletons, and deserted homes.

			Along his trek, Stephens had encountered families dressed in rags and farmers who locked their cows and sheep inside their hovels at night to save them from slaughter by desperate neighbors with empty stomachs. He witnessed his starving countrymen withering away and feared that the revolutionary spirit of the Irish might be wilting too.
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			For seven centuries, the luck of the Irish was nothing to be coveted. A geographic accident had placed them in the backyard of the most powerful empire in world history. Ever since the Englishman Nicholas Breakspear, who inherited the throne of Saint Peter to become Pope Adrian IV, purportedly granted his countryman King Henry II his divine blessing to invade the island in 1155, Ireland had been occupied—and abused—by its neighbor.

			While English politicians watched the richest, most modern economy on earth flourish across the Irish Sea from the poor, starving potato people who spoke a foreign language and practiced an exotic religion, they wrestled with what they called the “Irish problem.” The problem with the Irish, of course, was that they weren’t English.

			For nearly a millennium, the English sought to reshape the Irish in their own image and Anglicize what they saw as a savage land populated by people who lacked the intellect and initiative to govern themselves. Following the Reformation, Presbyterians from Scotland and Anglicans from England were transplanted to the north of Ireland. The 1690 defeat of the forces of King James II, the deposed Catholic monarch, at the Battle of the Boyne secured the Protestant ascendancy in Ireland.

			That wasn’t enough for the Crown, however. It inflicted extra vengeance upon the conquered by attempting to annihilate their Celtic culture. Under the Penal Laws that passed beginning in 1695, Irish Catholics could not openly worship their God. They could not vote or hold public office. They could not send their children to Catholic teachers—or employ Catholic teachers to come to them. They could not own firearms or hold military commissions. They could not own horses valued at more than £5. They could not purchase or inherit land from a Protestant. In fact, they could not inherit anything from a Protestant. They were permitted to own a knife—as long as it was chained to a table to be of no threat to the police.

			The English also required inheritances of Catholic-owned land to be subdivided equally among sons, which resulted in Irish Catholic farmers clinging to progressively smaller and smaller parcels of land. An eldest son, however, could take full ownership of his father’s land by converting to the Anglican church. Even in death the Irish could not be free, because their colonial overlords prohibited priests from presiding over graveside services, forcing them to bless handfuls of dirt that they gave to mourners to sprinkle over the deceased.

			
			While they were gradually dismantled during the eighteenth century, the last of the Penal Laws endured until 1829. By that point, Anglo-Irish landlords owned four-fifths of the island, which was ruled directly from London after the abolition of the Irish Parliament by the 1801 Act of Union.

			Stubbornness ran deep in Ireland’s old clans, however. Try as the English might to exterminate the proud, ancient Celtic culture, the defiant Irish refused to conform. No matter how many laws were passed, there was one thing no government could take from the Irish—their will to resist.

			In parishes across Ireland, hatred of the English was in the mother’s milk. Huddled around fireplaces, boys like Stephens listened to tales of great Irish rebels like Hugh O’Neill, Theobald Wolfe Tone, and Robert Emmet who dared to raise arms against the Crown. The heroes in the stories might not have liberated Ireland, but they achieved immortality by their willingness to resist and fight in the face of overwhelming odds.
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			For millions of poor Irishmen, the potato was the ultimate superfood. Laden with vitamins, minerals, protein, and carbohydrates, the nourishing tubers flourished in Ireland’s cool, moist soil. The Irish ate potatoes for every meal—breakfast, lunch, and dinner. The average adult workingman in Ireland consumed a staggering fourteen pounds of potatoes, equivalent to three thousand calories, per day. The average adult Irishwoman a little over eleven pounds.

			Because they required less space to grow than other crops, potatoes became ever more vital to survival as British policies continued to constrict farm sizes at the same time that the island’s population nearly doubled to over eight million people between 1800 and 1845.

			In the first days of September 1845, farmers reported that the early potato harvest had never been better. Then, without warning, from County Donegal in the north to County Cork in the south, one-third of the island’s wonder crop suddenly failed. Black spots scorched potato plant leaves. Stalks withered. Bewildered farmers excavated potatoes pockmarked with lesions. Even those tubers that appeared healthy on the outside contained a putrid mush inside.

			
			When the horror reappeared in 1846, the devastation was near total, with more than three-quarters of the crop lost. The potato blight exposed Ireland’s dangerous dependence on a single crop and sparked one of the worst famines in Western European history.

			The harsh winter months of early 1847 presaged a year so ghastly that it would go down in history as “Black ’47.” Frantic farmers sprinkled holy water on their fields. Rats feasted on the corpses of the famished who died on the sides of roads as they wandered in search of food. Emaciated figures, tired of a diet of grass and seaweed, dug their frostbitten fingers into the rocky ledges above the crashing Atlantic as they scaled cliff sides to harvest seagull eggs.

			The pestilence had arrived in Europe aboard vessels that departed American ports in 1843 carrying the microorganism Phytophthora infestans. After infecting the lowlands of the European continent, the deadly potato spores crossed the English Channel to the British Isles. Ireland’s damp conditions proved a superb breeding ground, and the island’s dependence on the potato greatly magnified its impact.

			Through the duration of the Great Hunger, between 1845 and 1852, approximately two million people fled Ireland. They sailed to England, North America, and beyond. Another one million people perished from starvation and diseases such as typhus and dysentery. Jail populations in Ireland exploded as the starving broke the law just so they could dine on the guaranteed meals given to inmates. All of Ireland, however, had become a vile prison, and the truly desperate decided to escape.

			

			
				
				[image: ]

			In the months following the first appearance of the potato blight, the British prime minister, Sir Robert Peel, reacted quickly with relief measures that prevented mass starvation. Peel’s government established relief commissions, purchased significant amounts of American corn for controlled sale, and persuaded Parliament to repeal tariffs on imported grains. His actions, however, brought about the downfall of his government in June 1846, because merchants complained about government meddling in the marketplace.

			Reluctant to interfere with the invisible hand guiding the free market, the ensuing government under Lord John Russell took a much different path toward Irish relief. It kept stores of corn shuttered. Vowing that “Irish property must support Irish poverty,” the government transferred full responsibility for funding workhouses and relief programs to Ireland’s property owners and tenants. The resulting spike in taxes further exacerbated the problem, because debt-ridden landlords forced out unproductive farmers, causing the eviction rate to soar nearly 1,000 percent between 1847 and 1851. Other landlords found it cheaper to ship tenants abroad than pay for their relief, which forced many of Ireland’s poor into exile.

			
			The British government did feed the starving—as long as they worked for their sustenance. Through a new public works program, the hungry toiled for ten or more hours a day, often on useless tasks. The Irish hammered big rocks into smaller ones. They built roads connecting two points in the middle of nowhere. Projects were grueling and monotonous—intentionally so. Charles E. Trevelyan, the British civil servant in charge of relief measures, didn’t want Irish stomachs to become too full, lest they become dependent on government handouts. “Relief ought to be on the lowest scale necessary for subsistence,” he advised.

			Like others in Britain, Trevelyan saw the Great Hunger as a long-sought divine opportunity to depopulate Ireland and transform it from a backward agrarian economy into a modern, dynamic one, like Britain itself. “The judgement of God sent the calamity to teach the Irish a lesson,” Trevelyan wrote. “That calamity must not be too much mitigated.” Who was he, a mere civil servant, to combat the will of God? The solution to the “Irish problem” had finally been delivered.

			Many Irish Catholics believed the British were more concerned about the spread of moral deprivation and idleness than of hunger and disease. For seven centuries, the British had taken away Ireland’s land, its rights, and its independence. Now, as a final indignity, they took away Ireland’s food under armed guards at a time when it needed it most. Although far more food was imported into Ireland than was exported during the Great Hunger, it still galled the Irish that wheat, oats, barley, and other grains left its ports to England and other destinations.

			Conditions worsened in 1848, and anger and frustration sprouted from Ireland’s barren fields. A microorganism might have caused the potato blight, but many Irish Catholics, tired of being second-class citizens in their own homeland, placed the blame for the disaster elsewhere.
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			As the Great Hunger continued to gnaw away at Ireland, support swelled for a movement of youthful, middle-class intellectuals that came to be known as Young Ireland. They embraced Celtic literature, history, and mythology and advocated for a revival of the Irish language. Their weekly newspaper, The Nation, published poems and ballads along with book reviews and articles. Young Ireland was not a sectarian movement but a union of both Protestants and Catholics. The Protestant intellectual Thomas Davis, the first editor of The Nation, was its most powerful voice before his untimely death of scarlet fever at the age of thirty in 1845.

			While Young Ireland didn’t preach physical force, it also didn’t disavow its use. The collection of poets, journalists, and barristers believed in the power of words but knew that sometimes action was needed as well. That led to a break with the more moderate Repeal Association headed by Daniel O’Connell, the stalwart nationalist who preached nonviolent constitutional resistance. As nationalists watched Ireland’s people perish or flee in the wake of the British government’s feeble response to the Great Hunger, they grew more radicalized and increasingly viewed O’Connell’s preference to compromise with the British as capitulation.

			While O’Connell—known as “the Liberator” for his successful campaign to repeal the last of the Penal Laws and gain the right of Catholics to sit in the British Parliament—advocated the eradication of the 1801 Act of Union and restoration of the Irish Parliament, Young Irelanders sought nothing less than a fully independent republic.

			Few Young Irelanders were more militant toward the British than John Mitchel, the son of a Presbyterian minister. When Mitchel’s rhetoric grew too hot for The Nation, he started his own broadsheet, The United Irishman. It sizzled with accusations against the Crown, which he held directly responsible for the Great Hunger.

			In his columns, Mitchel advocated a “holy war to sweep this island clear of the English name and nation.” He published directions for street warfare. He referred to Britain’s lord lieutenant as “Her Majesty’s Executioner-General and General Butcher of Ireland” and argued that food grown in Ireland should stay in Ireland.

			
			After seeing famished children as he traveled between Dublin and Galway, he wrote, “I saw Trevelyan’s claw in the vitals of those children; his red tape would draw them to death; in his government laboratory he had prepared for them the typhus poison.”

			The British were feeding three million people per day at the height of the Great Hunger, and it permitted hundreds of thousands of refugees to resettle inside Great Britain. Still, Mitchel’s accusations of genocide took root. The seven-hundred-year history of English rule had fueled Irish nationalism—at home and abroad with the diaspora—and would for decades to come.

			In the first months of 1848, another contagion swept across Europe that eventually settled in Ireland. That February, the French overthrew King Louis Philippe in a relatively bloodless affair that led to the establishment of the Second Republic. The political earthquake sent shock waves across the Continent as liberals revolted against monarchies and absolutist governments in Berlin, Vienna, Rome, Prague, and Budapest.

			The “springtime of the peoples” shook the British government and inspired members of Young Ireland to launch their own revolution. Their bitterness toward the British, always at a low simmer, finally bubbled over.

			By May 1848, the British government had heard enough from Mitchel. It introduced a new crime—treason felony—just to lock him up. On July 22, the British Parliament suspended habeas corpus, allowing authorities to imprison rebels indefinitely. They raided The Nation and issued warrants for the arrest of Young Ireland’s leaders.

			The rebels were determined to resist. Irish republicans weren’t going to starve like dogs. If they were going to die, it would be on the battlefield.
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			The sound of iron striking iron rang across the Irish countryside during the summer of 1848 as blacksmiths hammered out pikes on their anvils. By the light of the summertime moon, Stephens and his fellow rebels gathered on Moll Mackey’s Hill outside the medieval town of Kilkenny to perform military drills and practice formations. Few of the Irishmen owned rifles or muskets, so they armed themselves with improvised spears, pitchforks, and scythes they had grabbed from their barns.

			
			On the evening of July 25, Stephens attended a Young Ireland meeting at Kilkenny’s town hall and became swept up by patriotic fervor. He heard that the British had suspended the right to bear arms in cities such as Dublin, Cork, and Kilkenny. Persuaded to lend his voice to the cause, Stephens delivered his maiden speech as a rebel. “Treasure your arms as you would the apples of your eyes, and bury them safely in the hope of a happy resurrection!”

			After the meeting, Stephens heard a rumor that a detective had arrived in town with a warrant for the arrest of William Smith O’Brien, a Young Ireland founder who had fled to Kilkenny and its environs. The time for action had arrived. Stephens returned home, grabbed his dagger, and rushed out into the Irish night.

			Accompanied by other rebels, Stephens found O’Brien the next morning in Cashel at the house of the Young Irelander Michael Doheny. A longtime member of the British House of Commons, the forty-four-year-old O’Brien had an atypical pedigree for an Irish revolutionary. Although descended from the medieval Irish high king Brian Boru, who defeated the Vikings at the Battle of Clontarf in 1014, the Cambridge-educated, Protestant landlord looked, talked, and worshipped more like an Englishman than an Irishman. The patrician was a politician, not a soldier. Yet while other Young Irelanders urged him to delay any uprising until after the harvest, O’Brien wanted to wait no longer. He asked for volunteers, and Stephens stepped forward.
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			Even in battle, O’Brien adhered to a set of manners. He first targeted a police barracks in the County Tipperary village of Mullinahone. Stephens, who had been named an aide-de-camp, stormed through the door with O’Brien and another rebel, taking the six constables inside by surprise. The chief constable begged the rebels to return with a larger force because he and his fellow officers would lose their jobs if they surrendered to only three rebels. His appeal to O’Brien’s sense of decency worked. O’Brien ordered his men to leave and come back in fifteen minutes with more insurgents. Sure enough, as soon as the rebels departed, the policemen darted out a back door, never to return.

			
			Two days later, Stephens took charge of thirty Young Irelanders in Killenaule when news arrived of an approaching cavalry. Clad in a white coat, Stephens cut a conspicuous figure as he ordered the construction of a makeshift barricade of turf carts and timber beams. As the cavalry galloped up to the barrier, Stephens pointed the rebels’ only rifle at the commanding officer of the dragoons. The captain insisted he didn’t have a warrant for O’Brien’s arrest and simply wanted to pass through.

			Stephens ordered his men to hold, but they craved a fight. “General, in the name of Jesus and the Blessed Virgin, will you give the word?” one of them implored. “Steady,” whispered Stephens, who faced the decision of whether a gunshot would strike a blow for Ireland or lead to more deaths of his fellow citizens. He lowered his gun and allowed the authorities to pass through one at a time.

			The villagers hailed Stephens as a hero for getting the troops to back down without firing a shot. “We want the little man in the white coat!” they shouted. “Fellow countrymen,” Stephens replied, “this is not the time for words but for deeds.”
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			The next day, Stephens crouched along the road to Ballingarry, where the rebels had erected another blockade. He watched as a forty-five-man unit of the Irish Constabulary, the British-controlled paramilitary police force, approached, then suddenly swerved at a fork in the road. Armed with pikes, pitchforks, and two dozen guns, the rebels ran in pursuit of the police, who took refuge inside a two-story gray stone farmhouse on a small crest.

			To barricade the farmhouse’s entryways and windows, the police smashed doors and broke apart wooden furniture. Outside, eighty rebels surrounded the house and hurled rocks behind the protection of a five-foot garden wall. Stephens and Terence Bellew MacManus, a Liverpool shipping agent who packed up his green-and-gold uniform and abandoned his business when he heard of the planned uprising, took cover in the stables in the rear of the house. MacManus dragged hay bales to the back door with plans to set them ablaze, in order to smoke out the enemy, only to find that his ragtag insurgents lacked matches. Instead, MacManus fired his revolver into the hay, until a spark caused the bales to smolder.

			
			O’Brien immediately ordered the fire doused, explaining that the house’s owner, the widow Margaret McCormack, had arrived in hysterics because five of her young children were trapped inside. The Young Ireland leader opted instead to tramp through the widow’s cabbage garden, approach the parlor window, and shake hands with the police through a firing gap in the barricade.

			“We are all Irishmen, boys. I am Smith O’Brien, as good a soldier as any of you,” he said before demanding their guns. The police refused the order. As O’Brien backed away, a voice from the mob yelled, “Slash away, boys, and slaughter the whole of them!” The rebels fired rocks, and the police fired their guns. Although at a disadvantage in ammunition, the Young Ireland leader refused to call a retreat. “An O’Brien never turned his back on an enemy!” he declared. Displaying cooler heads, Stephens and MacManus forcibly removed their commander from the line of fire as bullets kicked up dirt all around them.
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					Young Ireland rebels including James Stephens exchange gunfire with policemen during the 1848 rebellion in what became derided as the Battle of Widow McCormack’s Cabbage Patch.

				
			
			As the rebels scattered, Stephens spotted a mounted policeman on the scene. He forced the officer to dismount, swapped his nondescript hat for O’Brien’s flamboyant green-and-gold one, and told him to gallop away from danger.

			
			Stephens directed the remaining rebels to hide on both sides of the road in order to ambush arriving police reinforcements. In the ensuing gunfire, Stephens watched two rebels drop dead next to him. He felt a searing pain in the fleshy part of his right thigh and another on his left hip. Stephens crumpled to the ground with two gunshot wounds, playing dead until the policemen continued their march.

			Having survived what was sardonically called the Battle of Widow McCormack’s Cabbage Patch, Stephens recovered at a friend’s house. But with the authorities closing in, he went in search of another Young Irelander, a man who would become a brother in arms for the next twenty years.
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			Stephens had met John O’Mahony at a war council the night before the shoot-out at the Widow McCormack’s. With handsomely chiseled features and shaggy dark brown hair flowing toward his broad shoulders, the thirty-three-year-old O’Mahony was an athletic man and an excellent horseman. His admirers still told the tale of the time many years earlier when he wrestled a bull to the ground with his bare hands. He was descended from the chieftain of the O’Mahony clan, and the peasants in the mountainous region on the border of County Cork and County Tipperary still considered him “Chief of the Comeraghs.”

			Following the example of his grandfather, father, and uncle who were local leaders of Wolfe Tone’s United Irishmen in 1798, O’Mahony supported the Repeal Association and then Young Ireland after it broke apart. The Great Hunger had further hardened him against British rule. While O’Mahony subscribed to The Nation, like Stephens, he had not been active in Young Ireland until recent weeks. “I kept away from any public adhesion to the party,” O’Mahony recalled. “I wished to wait until the time for action had come.”

			That time had now arrived. When Stephens limped to the door of his Ballyneale farmhouse, O’Mahony’s most immediate concern was getting him to safety. The pair spent the night in the house of one of O’Mahony’s plowmen before venturing to the cabin hideout of the Young Ireland compatriot Doheny. The three rebels ventured to greater safety in the more remote Comeragh Mountains, where most of the population was loyal to O’Mahony. There they would make a vow.

			
			While Stephens, O’Mahony, and Doheny remained on the run, the Crown arrested O’Brien and other Young Irelanders. Their rebellion quickly petered out. In the midst of starvation, Ireland was simply too weak to rise up against the British. It would take years before the spirit of Ireland’s discouraged people could be rekindled, but the three fugitives pledged to devote their lives to the expulsion of the British from their land.
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			By August 13, with arrests continuing, O’Mahony determined it was no longer safe for Doheny and Stephens to remain in the mountains. The pair left O’Mahony and began a journey on foot across the south of Ireland as Stephens’s friends spread the erroneous news of his death. The rebels spent nights sleeping in haystacks, churchyards, and rude mountain cabins. They begged for food and a place to dry out their sodden clothes and warm themselves around a fire.

			Although two decades separated them in age, Stephens and Doheny forged a bond on their trek. Stephens lifted the older man’s spirits by singing tunes as they hiked west from the Irish Sea in County Waterford to the Atlantic Ocean in County Kerry. Faced with the threat of execution, the two realized that their journey might be their last in Ireland, so they soaked in the beauty of the island, from the Lakes of Killarney to the peaks of Macgillycuddy’s Reeks.

			Finding shelter in Kenmare with a sympathetic attorney after nearly a month battling storms, mosquitoes, and hunger, Stephens finally found a means to escape Ireland. He would disguise himself as a servant boy and accompany to London the lawyer’s sister-in-law, the popular poet Mary Downing, who signed her works as “Christabel.” (Stephens rejected a notion that he dress up as a maidservant, although Doheny wrote that “he was well fitted for such disguise, being extremely young and having very delicate features.”)

			On September 12, Stephens ascended the plank to a waiting ship in Cork Harbor. He had cause to worry. His twitching left eye could quickly arouse suspicion. In addition, two weeks earlier, MacManus had been snatched off the deck of an American ship in Cobh just as he was ready to escape Ireland, leading to a conviction for high treason and banishment to Tasmania.

			
			Assuming the identity of Mr. Thomas Cussens from Tralee, Stephens carried a little boy in his arms, looking as best he could like a doting father, although he couldn’t help but monitor the policemen eyeing every passenger boarding the vessel. “All the time that I appeared so much taken up with the child, my eye continued to watch the movements of these beasts of prey,” he wrote. Safely aboard the ship, he watched Ireland fade from view.
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			After traveling across England, Stephens arrived in Paris on the night of September 16. Paris became a home in exile for Stephens, who still suffered from his wounds and feared his foot might need amputation. He immersed himself in books and culture during his seven-year stay in France. He learned French and attended logic and metaphysics lectures at the Sorbonne. He wandered the galleries of the Louvre and the gardens of Versailles. He imbibed Kant and Descartes. He taught English and found work as a translator and journalist.

			Several months following Stephens’s arrival, he was reunited with O’Mahony, who took refuge in Paris after leading an unsuccessful guerrilla campaign against police barracks and military posts in Tipperary, Waterford, and Kilkenny. In August 1849, O’Mahony and Stephens became roommates in a rickety boardinghouse on Rue Lacépède, a narrow, crooked street in the Latin Quarter. Inside their derelict room, two broken stools flanked the ends of a three-legged table, propped against a plaster wall covered with charcoal diagrams. They slept on straw woven into a rug. They lived in poverty, but they consumed the riches of knowledge evidenced by the books and piles of paper littering a corner of the apartment.

			Following the political upheaval that engulfed Europe in 1848, the French capital teemed with revolutionary groups that, according to Stephens, offered him a useful education in plotting his next rebellion. “Once I resolved that armed insurrection was the only course for Ireland,” he recalled, “I commenced a particular study of continental secret societies.” Whether or not the Irishmen mounted the barricades to prevent the fall of the Second Republic in Louis-Napoleon’s 1851 coup d’état, they witnessed the activity as bullets flew.

			
			For his portion, O’Mahony scratched out a living teaching Irish, Latin, Greek, and English and occasionally contributing to French newspapers. Four years of a Parisian exile, however, did nothing to banish the misery of the Great Hunger from his mind, and once Louis-Napoleon proclaimed himself emperor of France, Paris was no longer so hospitable to democrats and revolutionaries such as O’Mahony.

			By the end of 1853, the Irishman wanted to shift his exile elsewhere. O’Mahony packed up his few belongings and set sail for the most Irish metropolis in the world outside Dublin.

		

	
		
		
			
			2

			 

			Bold Fenian Men

			
			JOHN O’MAHONY FOLLOWED in the wake of one million Irishmen who washed up on North American shorelines during the years of the Great Hunger in one of the largest migrations in human history. Many of the castaways sailed aboard former slave ships and hastily converted cargo vessels. The hunger and disease that they thought they had left behind in Ireland clung to them like the lice that spread cholera below deck. Mortality rates soared as high as 30 percent aboard these aptly nicknamed “coffin ships.” Along with the pails of garbage and excrement, crews tossed overboard dead bodies, wrapped in cloths and weighted down by rocks. Some emigrants reported that so many corpses splashed into the ocean that sharks stalked their ships, awaiting their next meals.
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					After recruiting his fellow Young Irelander James Stephens to lead the Irish Republican Brotherhood, John O’Mahony became the head of the Fenian Brotherhood in the United States.

				
			
			Upon landing in New York City in January 1854, O’Mahony was greeted by a cacophony of noise and a hash of foreign languages. Manhattan might have been a Babel of an island, with the majority of its denizens foreign-born, but the arrival of every ship laden with poor, hungry Irishmen made it increasingly an emerald isle. By the 1850s, more than a quarter of the city’s residents had been born in Ireland.

			
			Too destitute to venture any farther than their feet would take them, the Irish who arrived in New York huddled inside rickety, disease-riddled tenements in neighborhoods such as the notorious Five Points. They lived in unventilated attics where they suffocated in the summer and froze in the winter. They lived belowground in dark cellars that routinely flooded with sewage and rainwater. Breathing putrid air, lacking running water, and still suffering the ill effects of the Great Hunger and their voyage, the Irish died at a rate of seven times their fellow New Yorkers. A rural people now found themselves in the midst of one of the world’s most densely populated cities. Their farming skills rendered useless, they took low-paying, manual labor jobs. They dug ditches. They unloaded ships. They cooked and sewed.

			The winter of 1854 was a uniquely bad time to be an immigrant, a Catholic, and an Irishman in America. The year ahead would be only worse.
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			With immigration controls left primarily to the states and cities, more than 1.4 million foreigners poured through U.S. borders in the 1840s, a figure that doubled in the 1850s. Native-born Americans feared the torrent of foreigners would dilute their culture and pilfer their jobs. The cry of “America for Americans!” echoed across the country.

			A secret society of native-born Protestants coalesced in the 1850s to form the anti-Catholic, anti-immigrant American Party, whose members were dubbed Know-Nothings for their parroted response, “I know nothing,” when questioned about their activities. Know-Nothings advocated an increase in the waiting period for American citizenship from five to twenty-one years and sought to restrict eligibility for elective offices to native-born Americans—as long as they weren’t also Catholic.

			Although hostile toward most immigrants, the Know-Nothings reserved their worst scorn for the Irish, who not only came in unprecedented numbers but were unlike any newcomers that the United States had seen before. They were not immigrants seeking political or religious freedom but refugees of a humanitarian disaster. Although most certainly tired and poor, the Irish did not arrive in America yearning to breathe free; they merely wanted to eat.

			
			To nativist eyes, these immigrants had no love of American culture, no respect for its laws. They had no intention of becoming productive members of society. They came only for the handouts and then ungratefully complained about their mistreatment. They were desperately poor and sickly, uneducated and unskilled. They brought crime and disease.

			Many didn’t even speak English. According to some scholars, more than a quarter of the Great Hunger exiles arriving in the 1850s spoke Irish, and the majority of them were illiterate. They exhausted the capacities of jails, asylums, and orphanages and strained welfare budgets. Even worse, they imported their strange religion.

			Anglo-Saxon Protestants whose ancestors explicitly crossed the ocean to escape papism and ensure their worship was cleansed of any remaining Catholic vestiges feared that the Irish would impose the Catholic canon as the law of the land. Rumors even spread that the pope and his army planned to overthrow the U.S. government and establish a new Vatican in Cincinnati.

			The religious tension boiled over just weeks after O’Mahony’s arrival. In March 1854, Know-Nothings seized a marble block gifted by Pope Pius IX for construction of the Washington Monument and threw it into the Potomac River, suspecting it was a signal from the pontiff to launch an immigrant uprising in the United States. That summer, anti-Catholic rioters in Bath, Maine, smashed the pews of a local church recently purchased by Irish Catholics before setting it ablaze. Farther up the Maine coast in Ellsworth, a Protestant mob blew up a Catholic chapel with gunpowder before tarring and feathering the Jesuit priest John Bapst because he denounced the use of the King James Bible in local schools.

			That fall, the Know-Nothings scored major victories at the ballot box, in particular in Massachusetts, where they captured every statewide office and all but three of the 380 seats in the legislature. They mandated the reading of the King James Bible in public schools, prohibited the teaching of foreign languages, and systematically deported thousands of destitute Irish back to the British Isles. They disbanded Irish American militia units and launched surprise inspections of Catholic convents and schools amid rumors of lascivious sexual behavior by clerics. Know-Nothings also won the governorships in Pennsylvania, Connecticut, Rhode Island, and New Hampshire as well as legislative majorities in Indiana and Maine.

			
			O’Mahony could encounter signs of the discrimination against his kind all around New York, including in the help-wanted advertisements in the city’s newspapers that stipulated “Irish need not apply” or “any country or color except Irish.” In popular magazines such as Punch, cartoonists sketched the Irish as simian creatures with monstrous countenances and jugs of alcohol tethered to their sides. In the city’s theaters, audiences howled at depictions of the Irish as drunken, pipe-smoking buffoons with overwrought brogues.

			After spending seven centuries under the thumb of the British, the Irish who came to America found themselves again subservient to an Anglo-Protestant ruling class. “This is an English colony and its people inherit from their ancestors the true Saxon contempt for everything Irish,” said one disappointed exile.

			The more threatened the Irish felt, the more they turned inward, like a snake coiling itself for protection. Always a tribal people, they grew fiercely communal in their urban enclaves. They clung together in church parishes and fraternal organizations such as the Ancient Order of Hibernians.

			The Irish had never assimilated with the English. That’s how their culture had survived centuries of colonization. Why should they behave differently in the United States?
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			In some respects, the diaspora who crossed the Atlantic became even more radical than those who stayed in Ireland. They bore not only the scars of the Great Hunger but the disdain of the Know-Nothings. Plus, they enjoyed the protections of the U.S. Constitution, which gave them a haven from which they could operate beyond the reach of British laws. In America, they had the freedom to assemble, bear arms, and speak out against their enemy.

			No Irish revolutionary in America exercised his newfound freedom of speech more vigorously than John Mitchel, the incendiary onetime publisher of The United Irishman. While imprisoned in Tasmania for his role in the uprising, Mitchel engineered an escape, fleeing to New York City in November 1853 in the footsteps of his fellow convict Thomas Francis Meagher, who had done the same a year earlier.

			
			Banishment to Australia had done nothing to douse Mitchel’s fiery rhetoric about the British government and its role in the Great Hunger. In the pages of his newly established weekly newspaper, The Citizen, he printed the accounts of his years as a political prisoner, continuing to accuse the British of genocide.

			Mitchel’s fire-breathing pen, however, began to set collateral targets ablaze. Still smarting from what he saw as the clergy’s betrayal of Young Ireland, he clashed with New York’s archbishop, John Joseph Hughes, a County Tyrone native. Mitchel’s broadsides against hypocritical abolitionists—such as Theodore Parker, who wrote that the Irish had “bad habits, bad religion, and worst of all, a bad nature”—turned into vehement defenses of slavery. Shortly after, in 1855, Mitchel abruptly shuttered his newspaper and moved to Tennessee, where his pro-slavery views found a more welcoming audience.

			This left O’Mahony abandoned. It had been Mitchel’s arrival in New York that had spurred his resettlement. He joined with Michael Doheny, his compatriot in exile years earlier in the mountains of Ireland. Doheny had resumed practicing law after his own arrival in New York in 1849. Together with fellow Young Irelanders, they formed the Emmet Monument Association. Its moniker alluded to Robert Emmet’s famous speech in the dock before his hanging. The Irish rebel leader implored, “When my country takes her place among the nations of the earth, then, and not till then, let my epitaph be written.”

			The men took practical steps toward the liberation of Ireland. Members drilled weekly with an Irish regiment that Doheny organized as part of the New York State Militia. Their activities in New York drew the concern of the British ambassador to the United States, who complained to the U.S. secretary of state, William Marcy, about “the existence of clubs composed of the Irish population in that city for the purpose of enlisting and drilling volunteers to effect an insurrection in Ireland.”

			British unease grew when authorities arrested twenty Irish Americans in Cincinnati in 1856 and charged them with plotting an assault in Ireland, in violation of the U.S. Neutrality Act of 1818. The court acquitted the Irishmen, but not before Judge Humphrey Howe Leavitt warned the exiles that they were first and foremost Americans. “There can be no such thing as a divided national allegiance,” he said. “The foreigner who takes the oath of fidelity to our government necessarily renounces his allegiance to all others.”

			
			The Irishmen could be forgiven if they thought that launching operations against foreign governments was a quintessential American activity. Two decades earlier, Americans poured across the border of the Mexican province of Texas and eventually declared it an independent republic. They did the same in California in 1846. During the 1850s, “filibusters” launched expeditions to Central and South America with the intent of adding more slave states to the Union and lining the pockets of multinational corporations. The Venezuelan-born Narciso López used New Orleans as a base for attacking Spanish-controlled Cuba, while the American William Walker captured the Mexican city of La Paz in Baja California and later conquered Nicaragua, reinstituted slavery, and named himself president, a move recognized by President Franklin Pierce.

			Through the efforts of O’Mahony and his fellow exiles, the transplanted Irish revolutionary movement took root in American soil. Back in Ireland, however, its prospects were as dim as ever.
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			Residents of Ireland spotted a dead man walking the island’s roads in 1856. Eight years after the Kilkenny Moderator printed his obituary, James Stephens quietly returned home from the European continent. A year earlier, the Young Ireland veteran Charles Gavan Duffy had reported, “There seems to me no more hope for the Irish cause than for the corpse on the dissecting-table.” Stephens chose to judge for himself.

			He had lost hair and gained weight during his eight-year exile. Some doubted he was who he claimed to be. Even his local Catholic priest did not recognize him.

			Out of touch with his family since taking flight from Ireland, Stephens learned the devastating news that his father and sister had died shortly after his departure.

			
			Further disheartening the rebel, support for Irish independence appeared to have likewise perished. With its people still processing their trauma and survivors’ guilt, Stephens wrote of his fear that Ireland “had given up the ghost, and was at last, to all intents and purposes, one of England’s reconquered provinces.”

			To get a better sense of whether the same attitude permeated the rest of the island, Stephens embarked on what he later claimed to have been a three-thousand-mile ramble, in a circuit of Ireland. Smoking his pipe and leaning on his walking stick, he spoke with farmers, peasants, and laborers. He slept in their homes and supped around their tables. He learned about their hardships—low pay, landlord oppression, rising rents, and high taxes to support a government and a church in which they had no faith.

			But he detected a faint nationalist pulse among poor Catholic farmers and laborers, in particular the Ribbonmen, a secret agrarian society that terrorized landlords by burning barns, damaging property, and harming livestock. “The cause is not dead but sleeping,” he reported.

			Stephens warned, however, that “if another decade was allowed to pass without an endeavor of some kind or another to shake off an unjust yoke, the Irish people would sink into a lethargy from which it would be impossible for any patriot, however Titanic in genius, or, for any body of patriots, however sincere and zealous, to arouse them into anything like a healthy existence.”

			On the other side of the Atlantic, O’Mahony felt the same urgency to act. He wrote to Stephens that he had grown “sick of Young Ireland and its theatrical leaders” who did little more than bloviate about the British colonization of Ireland. Unlike the “tinsel patriots” he derided, O’Mahony set about to forge a new Irish republican movement, one that would be as revolutionary in its structure as it would be in its mission.
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			At the close of December 1857, a young Irishman named Owen Considine called on Stephens at his Dublin residence. He bore a letter from the United States signed by four exiles, including O’Mahony and Doheny. It called upon him to form an organization in Ireland that would work in conjunction with them to secure independence. It would be a transatlantic effort, unlike previous movements. The Irish would take advantage of the revolutionary zeal and freedoms of the United States to raise money, ship arms, and plot military operations, while kindred rebels in Ireland would supply manpower and coordinate logistics.

			
			Stephens dispatched Joseph Denieffe as a messenger to the United States with his enthusiastic agreement to take on the task—but on two conditions that reflected his growing arrogance. In addition to £80 to £100 per month, he demanded to be “perfectly unshackled; in other words, a provisional dictator. On this point I can conscientiously concede nothing.” For his part, Stephens vowed within three months to recruit ten thousand men, fifteen hundred armed with guns and the rest with pikes.

			Stephens couldn’t take it as anything but an encouraging sign that Denieffe returned to Dublin on March 17, 1858, with the first monetary installment and an agreement to his terms. As Ireland commemorated its patron saint, Stephens read the document signed by Doheny, O’Mahony, and fourteen other Irish American leaders, appointing him “Chief Executive of the Irish Revolutionary movement” and granting him “supreme control and absolute authority over that movement in Ireland.”

			That night, Stephens gathered with his fellow nationalists Considine, Denieffe, Peter Langan, Garrett O’Shaughnessy, and Thomas Clarke Luby to inaugurate the secret revolutionary organization that would come to be known as the Irish Republican Brotherhood (IRB). As the head of the conspiracy, he was first to take the oath drawn up by Luby.

			To maintain secrecy, Stephens organized the IRB into cells known as “circles.” A “head center,” referred to as an “A” and equal in rank to a colonel, was to lead each circle. Head centers selected nine B-level members, equivalent to captains, who each selected nine C-level personnel, equivalent to sergeants, who each selected nine D-level members, equivalent to privates. A fully staffed circle would include 820 members. In theory, members would know only the identities of those directly above or below them in the organization, with only captains knowing the identity of the head center.

			Stephens and Luby went right to work traveling south of Dublin to recruit members for their new organization. Stephens excelled as an organizer, combining his mind for numbers with his vision of a free Ireland. “He seemed to have me under a spell,” Denieffe recalled. “There was earnestness in his every move.”

			
			In the United States, the venture did not get off to as smooth a start. With America deep in the throes of the financial panic of 1857, fund-raising proved difficult, and most of April’s £90 payment to Ireland had to be shaken out of the personal pockets of the Emmet Monument Association’s leaders.

			In spite of a promise that the second installment would reach Ireland in April, summer arrived without any money from America, forcing Stephens and Luby to abandon their recruiting only shortly after it had begun.

			Stephens again dispatched Denieffe to the United States, but he returned with only £40 this time, along with an ominous warning. “The Irish-Americans will not subscribe until they are obliged to,” he said. “They have been humbugged so often that they have lost confidence, and at present have no faith in attempts for the regeneration of Ireland.” Disappointed at his lack of support from the United States, Stephens took matters into his own hands. He decided to cross the Atlantic himself, to prime the cash flow and lobby fellow Young Ireland veterans to join the new organization.
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			When Stephens arrived on American soil for the first time, on October 13, 1858, his legs buckled and his stomach churned from his time at sea. It was only the start of the Irishman’s relentless litany of complaints, about both his health and the United States itself, during his five-month stay. In his diary, Stephens described a “land of self, greed, and grab” that abounded with “debasing influences.” He found a country putting on a facade as grotesque as the “dirt-colored stone and piss-streaked marble” facings that covered up the slender brick walls of the mansions he passed on Fifth Avenue. Even the brightly colored autumn leaves he found to be “tiresomely monotonous.”

			During his tour of America’s Irish enclaves, Stephens traveled to the nation’s capital and met President James Buchanan. Stephens was not any more impressed with Buchanan than with the country he governed. He wrote that “Old Buck” had “the expression of a philandering tom-cat” and was little better than “a Yankee development of the Artful Dodger.”

			
			Upon their reunion, Doheny found little evidence of the young man who sang tunes and quietly endured his gunshot wounds while on the run in Ireland in 1848. Embracing the role of the “provisional dictator,” Stephens had grown condescending. His relationship with Doheny cooled, but Stephens found much to admire in O’Mahony, whom he called “far and away the first patriot of the Irish race.”

			“In loving Ireland he loves more than a principle of justice,” Stephens wrote. “Intensely, passionately he loves the Irish race. The memories of times gone by and hallowed by the deeds of the men of his blood, the language, the literature, the monuments, speak to him as to no other.”

			At a meeting inside New York’s Tammany Hall, Stephens officially appointed O’Mahony the head of the IRB’s branch in the United States, designating him the “supreme organizer and director of the Irish Revolutionary Brotherhood in America.” In early 1859, O’Mahony would dub the American counterpart to the IRB the Fenian Brotherhood, a name that harked back to the legendary Celtic warriors with whom the Gaelic scholar had spent long days and nights in 1857 as he translated Geoffrey Keating’s History of Ireland from Irish into English. The word “Fenian”* was an Anglicized version of the Irish word Fianna, the band of mythical Gaelic heroes from pre-Christian times commanded by Finn McCool. Although members of the IRB were distinct from those in the Fenian Brotherhood, the term “Fenian” would come to refer to both groups, and eventually Irish republicans in general.

			Similar to the IRB, the oath-bound Fenian Brotherhood adopted a military-style organizational structure. The group started with approximately forty members, all of them in New York. (Significantly, their ranks didn’t include two prominent Young Irelanders—Mitchel and Meagher.)

			Stephens returned to Ireland in March 1859 with £600 and, according to a document drafted by the Irish Americans, a further assurance of “supreme control and absolute authority over that movement at home and abroad.” He also left with growing concerns about whether O’Mahony was the right man to lead the American operation. “Should I perish, the cause is lost,” he wrote. “For I fear that even he lacks many of the essentials of a leader.”
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			As a new decade dawned, membership in both the IRB and the Fenian Brotherhood grew more slowly than Stephens or O’Mahony had hoped. A major obstacle to recruiting Irish Catholics on both sides of the Atlantic was their fear not so much of dying at the hands of the British as of the eternal damnation that would follow. Although most Americans believed the Fenian Brotherhood was a papist organization, clergy across the United States railed against its members from their pulpits. Secret societies—particularly those willing to use violence—ran afoul of church teaching, and priests threatened to withhold sacraments from anyone who recited the Fenian oath. American bishops also accused the Fenians of preying on the gullible Irish.

			The Vatican might have cloaked its stance toward the Fenians in its opposition to clandestine societies, but it had little affinity with those preaching the gospel of popular uprising, particularly when it was itself at war with Italian revolutionaries. Pope Pius IX appealed to his Irish subjects to join the fight for the Papal States against Italy’s rebels. He had no use for those doing the same for their homeland.

			The opposition of Dublin’s powerful archbishop, Paul Cullen, and other clerical leaders in Ireland slowed the growth of the IRB, particularly in rural areas of Ireland where the church was most powerful. Even though its parishioners were treated as second-class citizens, the Roman Catholic Church in Ireland was comfortable with its position in relation to the Crown. It was the Fenians who threatened its status in their espousal
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