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In 1964, I had the opporﬁunity to study American military history
under Louis Morton, ?rofessor of History at‘Da:tmouth College., During
the course of a lecture, Profeésor Morton briefly spoke‘of a Fenilan
attack on Canada in 1866 and then moved on to another fopic. Since that
time, I have ha;bored a desire to learn more of this curious band of
Irish, Cathoiic, Civil ﬁar veterans who marched into Canada under the
banner of Fenianism, This paper is a result of the curlosity aroused
by'a brief remark in a classrooﬁ many years ago.

As my study of the Fenians progressed, it became apparent that they
had a Significaﬁt-effect on domestic politics and foreién affairs in
both the United States and Great Britain. The Fenian incursions into

'Canada were only part of the story. Consequently, in an attempt to
amplify my understanding of Fenianism, I have sought to focus this
paper on the impact of Fenian activities on dipiomatic relations between
the Unite& States and Great Britain after the American Civil War.

I would like to acknowledge the assistance and guidance of Pfo-
fessor Kenneth J. Hagan; the efficient services of the Kansas State
Unive;sity interlibrary loan system; and finally my wife Carol, ﬁhose

role as proofreader extraordinary was invaluable.
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INTRODUCTION

The purpose of this study 1s to investigate the effect the Fenians
had on diplomatic relations between the United States and Great Britain
in the years following the American Civil War. The Irish Revolutionary
Erotherhood was founded in Ireland in 1858 and its American counterpart,
the Fenian Brotherhood, was established in New York City the following
year. American Fenlanism was stifled during the Civil War but blossomed
forth in 1865. It was fired by the traditional Irish hatred of England
and widespread public indignation at Great Britain's perceived succor
of the late Confederacy. In an ill-conceived plan to capture Canada
as ransom for the liberation of Ireland and as a base for commerce
raiders, the Fenians attacked Cénada twice during 1866. Although these
raids were dismal failures, they did evoke intervention by the United
States Army, Navy, and by the Attorney General. Henceforth, Radical
Republicans encouraged the Fenians in order to embarrass the Adminis-
tration of Andrew Johnson and to court the Irish vote.

In Ireland, members of the Irish Revolutionary Brotherhood, also
called Fenians, launched a short-lived insurrection in 1867. Britain's
treatment of Irish-American Fenians who were arrested and imprisoned
in Ireland during the uprising raised the ire of all Americans and led
to the most divisive aspect of international Fenianism, the naturali-
zation question. Great Britain's adherence to the medieval doctrine
of the indefeasibility of allegiance was heatedly disavowed by the

United States. Finally, Secretary of State William H. Seward informed



the British Foreign Office that settlement of the naturalization

question was a sine qua non before consideration of other issues con-

cerning the two countries, such as the so-called "Alabama Claims", the
San Juan Islands dispute, or the Canadian fisheries question.

The threat of war on the continent if Prussia attacked Holland
or Belgium, and a United States policy of neutrality that would allow
commerce ralders to operate from American ports against British shipping,
made English statesmen anxious to resolve Anglo-American differences.
However, these seemingly clear-cut diplomatic issues were obfuscated by
Fenianism, In the United States, renewed Fenian attacks on Canada, and
incessant denunciation of Great Britain by Irish-Americans and pandering
politicians constantly heightened American Anglophobia. Conversely,
Fenian outrages in England and continued unrest in Ireland were popularly
attributed to American Fenianism and led the English Government to assume
a less compromising attitude toward British~American problems.

This study will attempt to answer the question of how Fenianism
affected Anglo-American relations and how issues raised or exacerbated
Fenlanism were ultimately resolved. Areas that will be examined include
the underlying causes of Fenianism, its growth and effect on political
institutions in the United States, Ireland, and Great Britain, and its
influence on other issues relating to foreign policy. Wherever possible,
primary and contemporary sources have been used for study, interpretation,

and evaluation.



CHAPTER 1
ROOTS OF FENIANISM

Fenianism was a natural response of the people of Ireland to the
selfish, exploitative, and dictatorial rule of Great Britain. The
Fenian movement was launched by men who had participated in the Irish
revolt of 1848 and who had learned of the rising of 1798 from their
fathers. Simply stated, Fenianism stood for an Irish Republic free
from English rule. Independence was an end in itself and was to be
achieved at the point of a bayonet. The Fenians produced no philosophers
and no philosophy of social reform or political enlightenment. Perhaps
this was their greatest failing.

Following the famine years of 1846-47, the tide of Irish emigration
had reached tremendous proportions, transplanting to America the ancient
Irish grievances against British rule. 1In America, most Irish-Americans
fought for the Union, resented President Lincoln's emancipation of the
Negro, and dreamed of the day when Irish arms would drive England from

the Emerald Isle.

Conditions in Ireland

It is difficult to identify the most obnoxious aspect of British
rule in Ireland but none was more onerous than the practice of absentee
landlordism. English landlords owned great tracts of land in Ireland
which they rented to a few tenants, who in turn sublet the land to others.

At the bottom were the peasants, scratching out a living on an acre of



leased land in feturn for their labor. Most held land chiefly as
"tenants-at-will" and were subject to eviction for nonpayment of rent
or for otherwise giving offense.l Or, the landlord could swoop down on
a tenant and take whatever he wanted for arrears of rent.

This feudal privilege of summary distress without reference to
any legal process is a classic example of a right conferred by a class
legislating for its own benefit. This English law was maintained by
an English Parliament composed in the main of landlords, or others
benefitting from the system, and they were opposed to any reform. For
their part, the absentee landlords were required to do nothing. If a
tenant improved his land, he was taxed, or evicted from the land, or
his rent was raised for the improvements he had made. He waé also de-
nied long leases and thus suffered from "insecurity~of—tenure."2 So
self-seeking was Britain's attitude toward Ireland that during the
great famine of 1846-47, the English landlords actually exported grain
from Ireland while millions were starving. At the same time, the govern-
ment refused to import food in navy ships, claiming insufficient funds
in the naval budget.

Manufacturing interests in Parliament prevented Irish industry from
developing by following a policy of free trade. Everything used in

Ireland was made in England so there was a constant flow of capital out

1Thomas N, Brown, Irish-American Nationalism, 1870-1890 (New York:
Lippincott, 1966), p. 206.

2#Landlords Rights in Ireland,” The New York Times, Jan. 8, 1865, p. 4.




of Ireland; Protective tariff barriers behind which Irish manufacturing
could develop were forbidden. Another serious grievance was the presence
of the State Church of Ireland, a Protestant church established in a land
of nearly six million Catholics and less than a million Protestants.3
These deep-rooted abuses of the Irish people, together with other
grievances like absence of a local parliament, forced emigration from
pastoral districts, and potato rot, fostered Irish hatred of all things
English. The Irishman's only recourse was to search for a new life in
one of England's industrial cities, overseas colonies, or, as millions

did, emigrate to America.

The Irish Revolutionary Brotherhood

The Irish Revolutionary Brotherhood was formed on March 17, 1858,
in Dublin, Ireland. 1Its creator was James Stephens, a 34 year old
veteran of the 1848 Irish uprising who had studied in Paris and who
allegedly spoke sixteen languages. His grand objective was to form an
army that could successfully cope with the army of England. The members
of the Irish Revolutionary Brotherhood were all to be men capable of
taking the field. Stephens' task as Chief Organizer was to enlist
followers, discipline and arm them, and place them under command of compe-
tent officers.4 A key aspect of his scheme was recruitment of the

3"The State Church of Ireland-A Real Grievance,'" The New York Times,
April 27, 1866, p. 4.

4Johrl Rutherford, The Secret History of the Fenian Conspiracy,
Vol. I (London: C. Kegan Park and Co., 1877), p. 61.




25,000 Irish soldiers in the British army, especially the non-
commissioned officers.5

In 1858-59, James Stephens traveled around Ireland and secretly
organized the Irish Revolutionary Brotherhood. At this point, the
Brotherhood was a secret society and each new member was administered
this oath:

I A.B.C.D., in the presence of Almighty Cod, do solemnly
swear allegiance to the Irish Republic, now virtually established,
and that I will do my very utmost, at every risk, while life
lasts, to defend its independence and integrity; and, finally,
that I will yield implicit obedience in all things, not contrary
to the laws of God, tg the commands of my superior officers.

So help me God! Amen
Some slight variations of this ocath were made later on, but the above
is substantially the form used in Ireland. The oath administered in
America differed somewhat in form, but was identical in spirit.
Throughout the countryside and villages, the Brotherhood flourished
among agricultural laborers, shopworkers, and servants. On the other
hand, those who had established themselves in society, such as the
upper and middle classes, were repelled by the wholesale negation of

the existing social order. They had too much to risk politically,

economically, and socially to be enticed by Stephens' narrow plan for

5Rutherford, Secret History, p. 164.

6Joseph Denieffe, A Personal Narrative of the Irish Revolutionary
Brotherhood (Ireland: Irish University Press, 1969), p. 25. Note:
The Irish Revolutionary Brotherhood was established on a military
basis, with the first four letters of the alphabet used instead of
the ordinary titles. A standing for Colonel, B for Captain, C for
Sergeant, and D for private.




armed revolution. The Catholic Church in Ireland early opposed the
Brotherhood and later the Fenians,7 on the grounds that it was a secret
society, that priests were not éllcwed to become involved in politics,
and that the Fenians interfered with the peace and stability of the
sociai order and thus injured the special interests of the church.8
James Stephens foresaw this oppbaition and wrote to his agente that
they should, "Waste no time in attempting to gain the priests. Their
one idea is the good of Mother Church. Let the revolution only succeed;
Mother Church always knows how to adapt herself to accomplished facts.
Besides, no priest is a free agent."9
Catholic priests frequently denounced the Fenians from the altar
and announced that members of the Fenian organization would be refused
the sacraments of the church and the rights of Christian burial unless
they renounced and abandoned the Brotherhood.lo This policy sometimes
had the opposite effect on Irish peasants. For example, in January,
1861, Cardinal Cullen refused to conduct a mass in his cathedral for
Terence Bellow McManus, a Fenian who had died in America and was returned
7After the organization of the Fenian Brotherhood in New York City

in April, 1859, the name "Fenian" was soon applied to members of the
Irish Revolutionary Brotherhood in Ireland.

'SEric Strauss, Irish Nationalism and British Democracy (New York:
Columbia University Press, 1951), p. 148-49.

gnntherford, Secret Society, p. 59.

lobenieffe,'Personal Narrative, p. 66.




to Ireland for burial. Such was the appeal of the Fenians that a
funeral procession estimated at 100,000 persons triumphantly bore the
body of McManus to the cemetery where a private ceremony was conducted.
The funeral of McManus showed that the priesthood was fully arrayed
against the Fenians. At the same time, the Internment of McManus
aroused feelings of nationalism and patriotism, and six months later
the Fenlan organization had doubled in size.ll Despite peasant unrest
and Fenian agitation, the Catholic Church continued to back the business-
men and politicians who controlled Ireland. This alliance set narrow
limits on the growth of Fenilanism in the Irish countryside since the
church was all-pervading.

The Irish Revolutionary Brotherhood was not the only revolutionary
society in Ireland. On December 11, 1858, the Times (London) announced
that several Irishmen had been arrested who were suspected of being
members of the Phoenix Society. They were charged with illegal drilling.
The article added that "The object of this confederation of fools is
said to have been the purpose of obtaining an invasion of Ireland by

American Filibusters....They must be suppressed before they do mischief."12

The Irish in America

The Irish immigrants who arrived after 1847 were ignorant, poor,
Catholic, and clannish. They stayed in the cities because of their
clannishness, lack of money, fear of diluting their religlon, and in

M ehariles Callan Tansill, America and the Fight for Irish Freedom,
1866-1922 (New York: Devin-Adair Co., 1957), pp. 31-34.

12Editbrial, The Times (London), Dec., 11, 1858, p. 10.



reaction to their rural experience in Ireland. Their religion had pre-
vented their active participation in politics in Ireland so they eagerly
plunged into politics in the United States. Politiclans soon began to
cater to the Irish vote and gave the Irishman an inflated sense of his
own Importance, especially in New York City.

Politically, the Irish supported the Democratic Party through thick
and thin, considering the Republican Party to have inherited the Know-
Nothing tradition from the 1850's of restriction of the immigrant. Also,
they did not like the anti-slavery doctrine of the Republican Party.

The Irish were anti-Negro, partly because they viewed the Negro.as a
competitor in the unskilled labor market, partly because they linked
abolitionists with anti-foreign and anti-Catholic factions, and partly
because the Catholic Church never came out against slavery.13

In 1858, an Irish revolutionary of 1848 fame who was alsoc a close
assoéiate of James Stephens arrived in New York City to organize an
American branch of the Irish Revolutionary Brotherhood. His name was
John O'Mahony and in April, 1859, he organized the Fenian Brotherhood.
0'Mahony received the inspiration for the name while translating Keating's

History of Ireland. A man named Fion McCuol, according to Keating, was

the commander of the Feonin Erin, or Irish Militia. As the Feonin Erin

was organized to assure Ireland’'s independence in pre-Christian times,

so the Fenian Brotherhood was founded to reestablish it.l4 The name

l3Florence E. Gibson, The Attitudes of the New York Irish toward
State and National Affairs, 1848-1892 (New York: Columbia University
Press, 1951), p. 142,

14w1lliam D'Arcy, The Fenian Movement in the United States, 1858-1886
(Washington: Catholic University of America Press, 1947), pp. l4~15,
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"Fenlan" quickly caught the pﬁblic's imagination in both the United

States and Great Britain.

The Civil War

When the Civil War began, the Irish remained true to both the
Union and the Northern faction of the Democratic Party. They believed
in the preservation of the Union although they took no definite stand
on slavery. When President Lincoln called for volunteers after Fort
Sumter, the Irish flocked to the Union standards. During the course
of the war, approximately 250,000 native-born Irishmen served in the
Union armies. About 15% (51,000 of 337,000) of White soldiers from
New York had been born in Ireland. This was in proportion to their
percentage of the population based on the 1865 New York cenaus.l5 Not
all Irishmen initially supported the war. O'Mahony and the Irish-
American newspapers looked upon the Civil War as a disaster in which
many young Irishmen would be killed who might well be fighting for a
better cause, i.e., the liberation of Ireland.16

On May 13, 1861, even before the arrival in London of the new
Minister Plenipotentiary of the United States to Great Britain, Charles
Francis Adams, Queen Victoria issued a Proclamation of Neutrality,
thereby according belligerent rights to the Confederate States. Britain
did so to forestall maritime incidents which might embroil her in the

war. According to Earl Russell, Great Britain's Foreilgn Secretary,

15Gibson, Attitudes, p. 122.

16D'Arcy, Fenian Movement, p. 18.
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"The size and strength of the party contending against a government,
and not the goodness of their cause, entitle them to the character
and treatment of belligerents."17 As early as June 1, 1861, however,
Britain eased.its position by deciding to respect the United States'
blockade of Southern ports, even though it would be a paper blockade for
some time. In the United States, Secretary of State Seward was greatly
angered over Britain's first action. He feared that recognition of the
Confederacy would follow and, ultimately, so would war with Great Britain.
On November 8, 1861, Captain Charles Wilkes, in command of the
frigate San Jacinto, intercepted the English mail steamer Trent in the
Bahama Channel and seized and removed James M. Mason and John Slidell,
two Confederate envoys on their way to Europe. This arrest on the
deck of a British steamer on the high seas caused widespread indignation
in Furope. The belligerent status of the Southern Confederacy had al-
ready been recognized by Great Britain and the British government demanded
release of the envoys. After the Union defeat at Bull Run on July 21,
1861, the illusion of a thirty day campaign had vanished. President
Lincoln acceded and Mason and Slidell were delivered to the British
ship Rinaldc on January 1, 1862.
For the Fenians, the "Trent Crisis' generated new interest in the
Civil War. They realized that a conflict between Great Britain and
the United States would greatly facilitate an insurrection in Ireland.
The Fenlans now had good reason to support the war. Service in the
Union armies would train Irishmen in the arts of war and prepare them

17Frank J. Merli, Great Britain and the Confederate Navy, 1861-1865
(Indiana: Indiana University Press, 1970), p. 40.
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for eventual conflict with England. In Ireland, placards filled the
walls all over Dublin with such slogans as "War between America and
England-Sympathy with America-Ireland's Opportunity.“la' England's re-
action was to reinforce its garrison in Canada.

By the fall of 1862, the United States and Great Britain were on
a collision course. The North was angered by naval construction in
English yards for the Confederates and by the use of British Caribbean
Islands as way stations for ships supplying the South. In Great Britain,
Prime Minister Palmerston was considering the idea of extending full
diplomatic recognition to the Confederacy or of at least proposing
mediation. The battle of Antietam, however, persuaded him to wait for
more decisive events between the contending armies. Had England recog-
nized the Confederate States, Ambassador Adams had instructions to close
the American legation and return to the United States. In early 1863,
relations became even more strained as the Confede:ate ralder Alabama
began her destructive career, and Confederate ironclad rams neared
completion at the Laird yards in Birkenhead, England. Secretary Russell
feared that delivery of the ironclads to the Confederate navy would not
make possible a Southern victory but, instead, would bring war between
Great Britain and the United States. Consequently, Russell sought to
placate the United States by impounding the Laird rams on September 3,
1863. While relations between the two countries now gradually improved,

the damage wrought to American commerce by the Alabama and Britain's

18John O0'Leary, Recollections of Fenians and Fenianism, Vol. I
(London: Downey and Co., 1896), p. 172,
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i were the causes of intense Anglophobia

policy of "neutral hostility"
in the United States during and after the war.

In spite of the tension and i1l feeling between the twd countries,
there seems to be little doubt that Federal recruiters were busy in
Ireland. On April 1, 1863, the American acting-consul in Dublin, William
West, wrote to Secretary of State Seward that he had received many re-
quests for free passage to America to join the army.zo His most sig-
nificant report, made on May 26, 1864, shows that thousands of free
tickets to America were being distributed in Ireland to certain classes
of young Irishmen.21 On several occasions, the British government
complained of Federal recruiting in Ireland. As an example, in July,
1864, the Irish Secretary, Sir Robert Peel, spoke in Parliament and
claimed that between 30,000 and 40,000 Irishmen had been inveigled into
the Federal Army during the past year as a result of recruiting agents
in Ireland. Lord Palmerston responded by saying that Irish emigration
was due to higher wages in American cities than on Irish farms.22 The

Catholic clergy continually opposed emigration as it resulted in the

depopulation of their parishes.

19G. P. Gooch, ed., "Earl Russell to Lord Palmerston,”" The Later
Correspondence of Lord John Russell, 1840-1878, Vol. I (London:
Longmans, Green and Co., 1925), p. 334.

20D'Arcy, Fenian Movement, p. 62.

21D'Arcy, Fenian Movement, p. 63.

22"Iriah Emigration and American Enlistments," The New York
Times, July 10, 1864, p. 4.
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Fenianism in the Union Army

Many Union regiments, such as the 25th Infantry, 37th Infantry,
40th Infantry, 63rd Infantry, 69th Infantry, and the 88th Infantry,
were Fenian to a man.23 There were few regimenté in which Fenian
circles were not organized. The Head Center, or Fenlan leader, for the
Army of the Potomac was Brigadier General Thomas Smith, Commanding
General, 2nd Division, 2nd Corps. Most contemporary sources agree that
government officials encouraged Irish-Americans to recruilt their fellow
countrymen with the plea that the training received would prepare them
for the great day when they would free their homeland. Fenian leaders
worked actively in the ranks of the Union Army to enroll;other Irish-
Americans in the Brotherhood. In fact, Union officers were frequently
allowed by their commanders to take leave from the Army to attend to
Fenian business. The first Fenian convention, which met in Chicago on
November 3, 1863, consisted of 82 delegates representing 12 states,
the District of Columbia, and the Armies of the Potomac, the Cumberland,
and the Tennesaee.?"4 In 1864, the Head Center of the Irish Revolutionary
Brotherhood, James Stephens, visited the United States and was passed
from one end of the Union Army to the other by Fenlan officers, examining
every circle as he went, under the name of Captain Daly.25 Needless to
say, this seemingly official encouragement of Fenianism led most Fenians
to expect active government support after the war when the time came to
liberate Ireland.

23Gibson, Attitudes, p. 122.

24D'Arcy, Fenian Movement, p. 36.

2SRutherford, Secret History, p. 232.
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Summary

From the preceeding discussion, two significant conclusions stand
out. The first is the intense hatred of England transplanted to America
by millions of Irish immigrants or nurtured in Ireland by those who stayed
behind. 1In Ireland, the Catholic peasants were denied participation in
the governmental process. In America, they plunged into domestic poli-
tics, adopting the Democratic Party and forming significant voter groups
in many Eastern cities. Their influence on the American political scene
would soon complicate foreign affairs. The second conclusion is that the
American Civil War was a great nourisher of the Fenian movement. Thous~-
ands of Irish-Americans fought in the Union Army. In return for their
services, and in response to recruiting promises, they now expected at
least tacit support from the American government in their struggle to

free Ireland.



CHAPTER 2
THE LINES ARE DRAWN

Growing apprehension over America's post-war policy toward Great
Britain helped usher in the year 1865 for England's statesmen. The
North had been greatly distressed by Her Majesty's interpretation of
néutrality and was now more perturbed over the destruction of her mer-
chant marine. To British thinking, some form of reprisal was to be
expected. In Ireland, the Fenian movement was spreading rapidly among
the lower ciass Irish peasants. Its potential strength was limited,
however, by opposition from the Catholic Church, from Protestants, and
from the middle and upper classes who controlled the country. With
the Tory Government of Lord Palmerston in power, there was little chance
that any reforms for Ireland would be enacted. Thus, Ireland remained
a land of seething discontent. The Fenian Brotherhood in America was
dedicated to the liberation of Ireland and was looking forward to a year

that might bring decisive developments.

Palmerston's Yankee-Phobia

As the Northern Army pressed inexorably forward in early 1865, Lord
Palmerston worried about American belligerence toward England after the
war. On January 20, 1865, he explained to Queen Victoria why he was in
favor of maintaining the navy's strength and of fortifying Quebec, two
measures opposed by William E. Gladstone, then Chancellor of the
Exchequer. Palmerston reasoned that when the American Civil War ended,

the North would probably make such demands upon England, or make such

16



inroads into Canada, as to lead to war, Thus, England needed an ade-
quate defenaive_force.l Pursuing this line of reasoning, he wrote to
the Foreign Secretary, Earl Russell, on February 7, 1865, in regard to
some ships the United States was building in English yards. Fearing the
worst, the Prime Minister concluded that the ships were large enough to
carry guns. . . . and it is probable they are destined to cover the
landing of troops on our shores in the lakes."? Palmerston's pessimisnm
had its effect on the Queen. On February 12, 1865, Victoria confided
to a journal her fears of war with America, ". . . of the impossibility
of our being able to hold Canada, but we must struggle for it. Better
to let it go as an independent kingdom, under an English Prince! But
can we stave this off, and who would be chosen?"3

What is instructive about this correspondence is the apparent
misunderstanding of American sentiments by England's leaders. While
some American newspapers might enjoy "twisting the lion's tail," the

American Government, and the majority of the American people, had no

intention of provoking a war with Great Britain.

Fenianism Rears its Diplomatic Head

Early in 1865, the followers of Fenianism began to engage the

1George Earle Buckle, ed., The Letters of Queen Victoria, 1862-1872,
Vol. I (London: John Murray, 1926), pp. 248-49,

2G. P. Gooch, ed., The Later Correspondence of Lord John Russell,
1840-1878, Vol, I (London: Longmans, Green and Co., 1925), p. 336.

3Buckle, Letters of Victoria, p. 250.
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