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Introduction


The American Civil War is Ireland’s great forgotten conflict. In 1860 no fewer than 1.6 million Irish people lived in the United States. This does not include many of the first-generation members of the Irish-American community who had been born following their family’s emigration across the Atlantic. During the American Civil War itself some 150,000 Irish fought for the Union, with at least another 20,000 in the service of the Confederacy. Although there are no figures for the number of Irish who died, it most certainly ran to thousands. Unfortunately the experiences of this huge number of Irish people, the majority of whom were Famine emigrants, remains little understood in Ireland.1


Today the chief interest in the Irish experience of the American Civil War rests in the United States, where it remains a topic of fascination for many, particularly those of Irish descent. Few books are published in Ireland on the Irish experience of the war, there are few memorials, and its impact is rarely discussed. Those Irish who fought in the Civil War who are remembered tend to be those who have connections to Fenianism or Irish nationalism. In Ireland the American Civil War is generally regarded as just another conflict in which Irish soldiers fought, an extension of the ‘Wild Geese’ tradition, to be compared with Irish contributions to the armies of Spain and France in the sixteenth and seventeenth centuries. But the conflagration that erupted in America in 1861 was very different. It had a much larger impact on Irish people, impacts that were felt by an entire community.


At first glance, given the fact that the Great Famine is regarded as a defining moment in Irish history, it seems incongruous that the subsequent traumatic experience of so many of its victims does not receive greater attention in Ireland. The Famine is rightfully remembered here, as is the physical fact that vast numbers of people were forced to leave the country as a result. However, Ireland largely leaves the memory of these emigrants at the dockside, as they boarded ships to a new life far from home. Despite the broader pride that Ireland takes in her global diaspora, examining and remembering the experiences of emigrants once they arrived in their new countries has been largely left to their descendants in those countries, a role they continue to fulfil.


The remembrance of the American Civil War sits in stark contrast to the only other Irish experience of conflict that compares with it – the First World War. The Great War has been described as ‘proportionately the greatest deployment of armed manpower in the history of Irish militarism’. In the region of 200,000 Irishmen fought in the 1914–18 conflict, and some 35,000 lost their lives. These are strikingly similar figures to those for the Irish in the American Civil War. The service of Irishmen in the First World War has undergone a welcome rehabilitation in Ireland over the last fifteen years or so. Long neglected, the Irish experience of the First World War has now spawned a proliferation of books, the rebirth of regimental organisations and associations and the regular attention of the regional and national media. How then can it be that the similarly scaled American Civil War, which affected over a million and a half Irish people, remains largely unrecognised in Ireland?2


There are a number of probable reasons for this differential memory. The First World War is fifty years closer to us in history, and has become a major focus of commemoration across Europe, as the last veterans have recently passed away and the centennial fast approaches. Whereas the Irish soldiers who went to fight in the First World War left Ireland, and, if they survived, returned here, those who fought in the American Civil War were physically removed from the island, and few returned after the war’s conclusion. Perhaps the major reason is the direct connection that many Irish people feel to the First World War. A large number of the current population can trace their family back to a direct antecedent introduction who experienced life in the trenches. Interest in a major historic event naturally grows when viewed through the prism of an ancestor’s life. That link was broken for the Irish emigrants of the nineteenth century – their descendants grew up in the United States, not Ireland. The finality of their departure has been accentuated; with the passage of time the Irish who lived in the America of 1860 have become more divorced from their homeland, and ultimately interest in their experiences has faded in the land of their birth.


This book is an attempt to raise awareness in Ireland of some of the remarkable and poignant stories that relate to the Irish in the American Civil War. It is particularly relevant at a time when the 150th anniversary of the Civil War is ongoing. The chapters that follow do not present a narrative history of Irish involvement in the war, and are not intended to provide the reader with a comprehensive knowledge of all things Irish in that conflict. Rather each chapter is in the form of an individual story, selected to provide a flavour of the wide-ranging and varied experiences of Irish men, women and children before, during and after the guns started firing. Through these stories some of the major themes that had a bearing on the Irish community in America at the time are explored. Wars are not just a matter of battles and sieges, victory and defeat. Violent actions have a ripple effect, with often devastating consequences that reach beyond the immediacy of combat. To gain a fuller picture of these effects it is not enough to look just at the experience of Irish soldiers in battle, although this remains important. A wider view has to be taken to reveal the true scale and true cost of war. The conflict that occurred in America between 1861 and 1865 had the scale and extracted a cost on the Irish community in the United States that is worthy of remembrance.


The stories have been arranged under four major themes, each covering an aspect of the Irish experience. In ‘Beginnings’, the stories concentrate on the pre-war years and the start of the conflict, as many Irishmen had front row seats to the making of history. ‘Realities’ examines the war in further detail, charting the stories of some Irish soldiers as they came face-to-face with industrialised warfare and its result. In ‘The Wider War’ some of the other facets of the conflict are explored, particularly the experiences of Irish women and non-combatants at the front, as well as the war of subterfuge that went on in Ireland. The final theme, ‘Aftermath’, is a study of the consequences of the American Civil War, and how it continued to affect countless Irish veterans and their families until well into the twentieth century. Above all, it is hoped that these stories will spark further interest in the topic on the part of the reader – if so, it will have achieved its aim.


A note on conventions


The accounts in this book are largely drawn from contemporary documents. Punctuation and spelling were often more haphazard in the nineteenth century, and some of the accounts use language in a form that appears unfamiliar to us today. To maintain the integrity of the primary accounts they have been reproduced as they first appeared. This includes the American spelling of English words, which in the remainder of the text follows the European style. The only exception to this is when referring to military terminology, so for example ‘colors’ is preferred to ‘colours.’
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Beginnings


The Irish played a part in United States history long before the outbreak of the American Civil War. Some held prominent positions in professions such as the law or politics; almost twenty years before the Civil War, one Irish politician found himself in a position where he could have had a profound influence on the future of the United States and the man who was to become the sixteenth President. However, the majority of Irish people remained on the lower rungs of the social ladder, and were content to carve out a livelihood as best they could. Long before 1861 service in the army and navy was a particular draw for those born in Ireland, and as a result almost every major military incident leading up to the war was witnessed by Irish soldiers or sailors. The same was true when the war started at Fort Sumter, South Carolina, when Irish soldiers in the Federal garrison outnumbered all other nationalities, including American.


As the war began to escalate, Abraham Lincoln called for volunteers to suppress the rebellion. This ultimately led to the first battle of the war, when two inexperienced and naïve armies met on 21 July 1861 at the First Battle of Bull Run, Virginia. Irish fought on both sides of this engagement, which ended in Confederate victory. For some it would be their first and their last battle. Bull Run set the tone for what would be a long war. There was a need for more men and more regiments, and so recruitment continued apace. The leaders of the Irish community, eager to play their part in the conflict, had to find ways to persuade their countrymen to enlist, particularly given the severe discrimination many had received from some sections of American society in previous years. Ultimately many did volunteer, the majority in non-Irish units but some also in ethnic Irish companies and regiments, which marched to war beneath green banners. In their ranks went men from every county on the island of Ireland.


The duel that almost changed history


The past is filled with ‘what if’ moments – those occasions where a slightly different sequence of events may have radically altered history as we know it. One such incident occurred on 22 September 1842, when James Shields prepared to meet a fellow Illinois politician in a duel. Although the American Civil War was twenty years in the future, decisions that Shields made that day had the potential to radically alter the story of his adopted country. The man he was preparing to meet had been born in Kentucky but was now practising law in Illinois. Notable for his unusual height, he had started to make an impression in the world of politics – his name was Abraham Lincoln, future President of the United States.


By 1842 James Shields was already a well-known figure in Illinois. He was born around 10 May 1810 in Altmore, Co. Tyrone, and had settled in Kaskaskia, Illinois by 1826. While in Ireland he had been well-educated, and unlike many of his Irish contemporaries James was well-placed for social advancement. He soon got involved in the practice of law and politics, and was elected as a Democrat to the Illinois Legislature, beginning his service in 1836. His political career began to take-off, and Shields became the State Auditor, responsible for Illinois’s funds. It was while holding this office for a second-term that the sequence of events which led to the Lincoln duel took place.3


In the early 1840s the United States was in the midst of a depression caused by the ‘Panic of 1837’, a financial crisis which had swept across the country and led to years of economic difficulty. In 1842 the situation in Illinois had deteriorated to such an extent that Shields did not trust the value of the paper money in the state – as a result he and others in the Democratic Party felt it necessary to direct that Illinois’s taxes be collected in gold and silver only. Abraham Lincoln, at this time a member of the Whig Party, was strongly opposed to the policy, particularly as it meant the Sate was going to refuse to accept its own paper money.4


Lincoln determined to speak out against Shields and the Democrats, and began his campaign with the publication of an anonymous satirical letter in Springfield’s Sangamo Journal. In his piece, dated 27 August 1842 and entitled ‘A Letter from the Lost Township’, Lincoln took the fictional role of a widow called ‘Rebecca’, who was horrified to learn that State Bank paper would no longer be accepted as payment for taxes. ‘Rebecca’ cast aspersions on Shields and his fellow officials, implying their principal concern was maintaining the value of their own income rather than helping the people of the State. Shields was referred to as a ‘fool and a liar’ and accused of making a ‘dunce’ of himself with women. If matters had ended here the prospect of a confrontation between the two men may not have arisen. However, Lincoln had shown the letter to his friends Julia Jayne and soon to be wife Mary Todd, and both women found its content extremely humorous. They decided they would aid Lincoln by writing their own anonymous satirical letters deriding Shields in the press. The women also chose ‘Rebecca’ as their central character, and took aim at the Irishman’s supposed outrage at the initial published piece. This time ‘Rebecca’ spoke of how Shields was ‘mad as a march hare’ about the original letter, and that in recompense for her offence the fictional widow would allow Shields to come and ‘squeeze her hand’. The ladies’ contribution ended with an offer of marriage by ‘Rebecca’ to Shields, together with a poem describing her union with ‘Erin’s Son’.5


The follow up publications were the final straw for the now ridiculed Shields, who determined to find out who had written them so he could demand a retraction. He contacted the editor of the Journal to learn who had conjured up ‘Rebecca’. Lincoln, keen to protect the two women’s integrity, took full responsibility for all the letters. With the supposed true identity of ‘Rebecca’ revealed, the incensed Irishman wrote to the future President on 17 September:





… In two or three of the last numbers of the Sangamo Journal, articles of the most personal nature and calculated to degrade me, have made their appearance. On enquiring I was informed by the editor of that paper, through the medium of my friend, Gen. Whiteside, that you are the author of these articles. This information satisfies me that I have become by some means or other, the object of your secret hostility. I will not take the trouble of enquiring into the reason of all this, but I will take the liberty of requiring a full, positive and absolute retraction of all offensive allusions used by you in these communications, in relation to my private character and standing as a man, as an apology for the insults conveyed in them. This may prevent consequences which no one will regret more than myself.6





Lincoln responded by stating that Shields had rushed to the accusation without checking all his facts, and somewhat disingenuously added that he had not specified what he had found offensive in the letters content. He refused to respond to Shields’ demands because of what he perceived as the ‘menace’ in the tone of the note. Both men’s blood was now up, and neither was in a mood to back down. As the situation escalated, Shields wrote again to Lincoln, asking if he was the author of the letters as the editor of the Journal had stated, and saying that it was ‘not my intention to menace, but to do myself justice’. Again, Lincoln refused to discuss the matter further unless Shields retracted the first note, which he considered offensive. The Irishman’s response was to demand the satisfaction of a duel. Shields appointed John D. Whiteside as his second, while Lincoln appointed Elias H. Merryman – the stage was now set for a bloody confrontation.7


As Lincoln had been challenged it was his prerogative to determine the details of the encounter. He entered into considerable detail on this point, writing down the exact specifications for Merryman to follow. Lincoln decided that the weapon of choice would be large cavalry broadswords of equal size and identical in all respects. He even recommended they be similar to those then being used by a cavalry company in Jacksonville. In addition he specified that a 10ft long plank of 9 to 12ins thickness should be placed on edge between him and Shields, across which neither should cross upon pain of death. The duelling area was to be a line drawn on the ground on either side of the plank and parallel to it, at a distance of a sword-length plus 3ft – to cross this line would be an indication of surrender. There was method to Lincoln’s choice of weapon and specifications for the fight. While Shields was 5ft 9ins, Lincoln towered above him at 6ft 4ins. The Kentuckian hoped to use his superior reach to his advantage, and intended to disarm the Irishman with his weapon; he had previously trained for a month in its use and felt comfortable wielding it. Lincoln would later cite another reason for his selection of swords: ‘I didn’t want the darned fellow to kill me, which I rather think he would have done if we had selected pistols.’8
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James Shields, who challenged Abraham Lincoln to a duel in 1842. (Library of Congress)
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Abraham Lincoln in the 1840s. (Library of Congress)


With the format decided, the rival parties still had a major obstacle to overcome in order to see the affair through. Duelling was illegal in Illinois, and so it was necessary to travel beyond the state to prevent both men from violating the law and being prosecuted. Rumours that affidavits were being drawn up for the men’s arrest sped them on their way. Both Lincoln and Shields made for Alton on the Mississippi River, from where they would take a boat to Missouri and the suitably named Bloody Island. With this final detail determined, the Shields-Lincoln duel was scheduled for Thursday 22 September 1842 at 5 p.m.9


Each of the rivals brought three associates to bear witness to events. Their companions had attempted to bring about an amicable settlement, but now that they had arrived in Missouri it seemed little could prevent the confrontation. As the hour of the duel neared John J. Hardin and R.W. English, mutual friends of both Lincoln and Shields, were speeding after the duelling parties. They had been horrified to learn of the potentially violent conclusion to the dispute, and determined to prevent it. Arriving just in time, they asked both men to consider appointing a panel of four or five of their friends to adjudicate on the matter. Both sides agreed to enter discussions, and with the crisis temporarily averted, the Shields party asked the Lincoln party to explain the publication of the letters. At this juncture there was no longer any advantage in Lincoln protecting the two ladies by claiming he had written all the letters and so his party stated that Lincoln had in fact only written the first letter, and that he had no intention of injuring the personal or private character of the Irishman. Although the men accompanying him were willing to accept this explanation, it was some time before the fiery Shields acceded and the dispute was ended. Abraham Lincoln was able to return to Illinois and continue his political advancement, which eighteen years later would see him become President of the United States.10


James Shields’ career did not suffer as a result of his scrape with Lincoln, and indeed both men became friends in later years. The Tyrone man would go on to become a justice of the State Supreme Court and serve as a commissioner of the land office in Washington. He achieved further notoriety during the 1846-8 war with Mexico, when he served as Brigadier-General of Illinois Volunteers and was seriously wounded at the Battle of Cerro Gordo. While leading a charge against the enemy the Irishman was struck by grapeshot, which passed through his right lung and exited near the spine. At the time the wound was thought mortal, but Shields survived and his actions sealed his martial reputation. The Irishman was brevetted a major-general and commended by his commanding officer Winfield Scott. Shields next served as senator for Illinois from 1849–55, before moving to Minnesota where he was also elected to the Senate on behalf of that state.11


The outbreak of the American Civil War found the Irishman in California, but he soon travelled east to take up a position as Brigadier-General of United States Volunteers, being commissioned on 19 August 1861. Although he was initially mentioned for command of the Irish Brigade, he declined the offer, hoping to be given control of a larger force. His expectations were met when he was placed at the head of a division, but unfortunately for Shields his Civil War performance was not destined to emulate that of the Mexican campaign. In 1862 the Irishman and his division were positioned in the Shenandoah Valley, Virginia, where they came up against one of the Confederacy’s most famous Generals, Thomas J. ‘Stonewall’ Jackson. Their initial encounter was at the Battle of Kernstown, where on 23 March 1862 Shields’ force inflicted the only defeat Jackson suffered in his career. Although quick to claim the victory for himself in the national press, Shields had in fact been incapacitated at the time of the engagement and in reality had contributed little to the outcome. His subsequent erratic performance in the handling of his men began to raise questions about his abilities, and his fate was sealed when much of his force was defeated by Jackson at the Battle of Port Republic on 9 June. He was never given another field command, and he resigned from the army on 28 March 1863. Despite the setback of his Civil War career Shields would re-enter political life, and in 1879 he was selected to fill an unexpired Senate seat in Missouri. With this Shields became the only person in United States history to have served as a Senator for three separate states. The Tyrone man did not seek re-election on the expiration of his term due to poor health, and instead embarked on a lecture tour. It was during this trip that he fell ill in Ottumwa, Iowa, where he died on 1 June 1879. He is buried in St Mary’s Cemetery, Carrollton, Missouri.12


James Shields had made a success of his time in the United States. He carved out an impressive political career, although his failings during the Civil War tarnished his military reputation. However, the most intriguing aspect of the proud and forthright man’s life must remain his near duel with the future President in 1842, one of the great ‘what if’ moments in American history.


Witness to the first shots


The history of the Irish in the American Civil War has tended to focus only on those who served in the army, be they famous Generals such as Patrick Ronayne Cleburne or famous units like the Irish Brigade. However, the Irish also numbered in their thousands in the naval service, particularly among the Union Navy. Perhaps the most notable was Dubliner Stephen Clegg Rowan, who would go on to become a Vice-Admiral in the United States navy, and have no fewer than four ships named in his honour. The Irishman could also make a claim that few others could match – he had been there when it all began, as Confederate shells began to rain down on Fort Sumter, South Carolina on 12 April 1861.


Stephen Rowan was born in Dublin on Christmas Day 1808, but was still a child when he emigrated with his father to Pennsylvania. They later settled in Piqua, Ohio where the young Stephen worked as a store clerk before enrolling in the state’s Miami University in 1825. He became a Midshipman in the navy the following year, beginning a military career that would span over sixty years. It was 1846 before Rowan, now a lieutenant, gained his first combat experience in the war with Mexico. He acquitted himself well, participating in a number of expeditions including the capture of Los Angeles. The year 1861 found the now vastly experienced naval man in command of the sloop-of-war the USS Pawnee. On 4 April that year the Irish Commander was in Washington when he received the following telegram from Secretary of the Navy, Gideon Welles:





Sir, You will proceed immediately with the U.S. Steam sloop Pawnee to the navy yard at Norfolk, for the purpose of receiving a month’s supply of provisions. The commandant of the yard there will be directed to have them ready to be put on board immediately on her arrival.





The directive had come straight from President Abraham Lincoln – whether Rowan knew it or not, he had been set on a path that would lead to him witnessing one of the most momentous events in American history.13


The crisis to which the Dubliner had been ordered to respond had been brewing since the end of 1860. On 20 December that year South Carolina had become the first Southern state to secede from the Union. At the time Major Robert Anderson was in command of a small force based at Fort Moultrie in South Carolina’s Charleston Harbor. Suddenly finding himself in what for all intents and purposes was enemy territory, Anderson decided to move his men to the more secure Fort Sumter, which lay in the middle of the harbor. Here he effectively became besieged, and as the months passed and food supplies dwindled Anderson’s situation became increasingly desperate. Abraham Lincoln had been in office for less than a month (he was inaugurated on 4 March 1861) when he had to make a decision about Fort Sumter’s future – a decision he knew could have long-lasting ramifications. His choices were either to allow the position to run out of supplies and fall into the hands of the Southerners, or to attempt to resupply the beleaguered garrison. He decided on the latter course.


When Rowan was ordered to proceed to Norfolk he had no details as to his mission. He received a further communication on 5 April from Gideon Welles:





Sir, After the Pawnee shall have been provisioned at Norfolk you will proceed with her to sea and on the morning of the 11th instant appear off Charleston bar, 10 miles distant from and due east of the light-house, where you will report to Captain Samuel Mercer, of the Powhatan, for special service. Should he not be there, you will await his arrival.





Although he had not been informed as to the specifics of his task, the Irishman must have suspected it had something to do with Fort Sumter. Having loaded his provisions on board at Norfolk, Stephen Rowan and the Pawnee headed south.14


Rowan’s ship was not the only one making its way towards Fort Sumter. Other members of the flotilla included the civilian steamer Baltic, which carried supplies and 200 reinforcements for the fort; the USS Harriet Lane and USS Pocahontas, and the tugs Freeborn, Yankee and Uncle Ben. A strong easterly gale struck the Pawnee after she left Norfolk, seriously hampering her progress. By 10 April Rowan had only travelled as far as Cape Henry, Virginia, and it would be a further two days before the Pawnee arrived at her destination.15


On the morning of 12 April 1861 Rowan and the Pawnee arrived at their designated position of Charleston Harbor. A small paddle steamer approached the ship, which proved to be the Harriet Lane. A boat from the steamer approached the Pawnee and Rowan was handed an order dated 5 April. The fateful communication outlined just what was expected of the Irishman and his crew; the seriousness of the situation that faced them must have been immediately apparent to all concerned. The order that Rowan read was from Secretary Welles to Captain Samuel Mercer of the Powhatan:





… The primary object of the expedition is to provision Fort Sumter, for which purpose the War Department will furnish the necessary transports. Should the authorities at Charleston permit the fort to be supplied, no further particular service will be required of the force under your command … Should the authorities at Charleston, however, refuse to permit or attempt to prevent the vessel or vessels having supplies on board from entering the harbor or from peaceably proceeding to Fort Sumter, you will protect the transports or boats of the expedition in the object of their mission, disposing of your force in such a manner as to open the way for ingress, and afford, as far as practicable, security to the men and boats, and repelling by force, if necessary, all obstructions towards provisioning the fort and reinforcing it; for in case of resistance to the peaceable primary object of the expedition a reinforcement of the garrison will also be attempted.16





The implications of the order were clear – if resistance was encountered it was to be responded to in kind. Any firing on the fort or the naval vessels during the resupply attempt would be seen as an act of war.


Captain Fox of the Baltic was the man charged with coordinating the resupply efforts, and he was next aboard the Pawnee to discuss the situation with Rowan. As the Pawnee and the other main vessels were too large to pass into the harbor, Fox had devised a strategy whereby the three tugs would approach Fort Sumter with the men and supplies. In order to aid these efforts Rowan had a launch and cutter armed and readied to accompany the tugs. As the minutes passed, the Harriet Lane and the Baltic stood in towards the bar to commence the operation. However, before much time had elapsed the Baltic came out again and approached the Pawnee. Captain Fox brought shocking news – the forts and batteries around the harbor had started to fire on Fort Sumter. Commander Rowan, with Fox still on board, moved the Pawnee in to have a closer look. He saw fire directed at Sumter from Fort Moultrie, Cumming’s Point, Fort Johnson and the harbor’s sand and floating batteries. Major Anderson and his small garrison were returning fire as best they could. The Southern forces had decided to start firing on the fort to force its surrender before Rowan and his comrades could resupply them.17


Captain Fox decided he would attempt to resupply the Fort again the following morning with protection from Rowan. However, the Baltic ran aground on Rattlesnake Shoal, further delaying relief attempts until the night of 13 April. While waiting for the Baltic to free herself the Pawnee spotted a schooner passing close by, and suspecting it might belong to the forces in Charleston, Commander Rowan decided to give chase. The ship was brought to anchor after a number of shots were fired across her bows, but she proved to be a vessel from Philadelphia carrying ice. The Irishman decided to commandeer the trader for the transfer of men and provisions, but events were destined to overtake his plans. He described what happened next:





This arrangement had scarcely been determined upon before a dense smoke issued from the weather side of Fort Sumter; for some time it was thought to be some floating fire craft dropped down against the walls to annoy and prevent the accuracy of Major Anderson’s fire. In two hours flames appeared above the ramparts on the opposite side of the fort from our position. At noon, or a little later, a body of flames curled far above the ramparts. We then became satisfied that the fort was on fire and feared that the gallant major and his little band would suffer severely … At about 2 o’clock the flagstaff on Fort Sumter was shot away, as we witnessed the sad spectacle of the fall of our flag, which we were so impotent to assist. In vain we looked for its reappearance over the fort; instead of this, the firing from Sumter became more and more weak, and at length ceased entirely.18





A boat was taken by Lieutenant Marcy under a flag of truce to the enemy position at Cumming’s Point to determine if the fort had surrendered. Marcy returned with the news that it had. As part of the surrender terms the garrison of Sumter was allowed to depart with the ships. All that was left for Commander Rowan and the Pawnee to do was assist in their transfer to the Baltic, and on 15 April he and the others set off for home.


The events that the Dubliner witnessed in Charleston Harbor proved to be the first shots of the American Civil War. With the firing on Fort Sumter a conflict had been brought about which would drag on for four bloody years, costing in the region of 750,000 lives. The events that Rowan participated in that April can truly be described as some of the momentous and far-reaching in American history.19


Stephen Rowan went on to perform well during the war, perhaps most notably in command of the naval contingent at New Bern during the Burnside Expedition. He would rise from the rank of Commander in 1861 to Commodore by war’s end. Along the way he commanded well-known vessels such as the Brooklyn, Powhatan and New Ironsides. His service continued after the conclusion of the Civil War; in 1866 he became a Rear-Admiral and would eventually rise to Vice-Admiral. In post-war years he variously served as Commandant of Norfolk Navy Yard, commander of the US Asiatic Squadron, Commandant of the New York Navy Yard and Governor of the Naval Asylum. Rowan retired from active service in April 1889, having amassed over sixty years in the service of the United States Navy.


He died in Washington DC on 31 March 1890 where he is buried with his wife in Oak Hill Cemetery. Throughout his long career this little-known Irishman surely experienced few days that compared with 12 April 1861. One wonders if he realised then that he was witnessing the start of such a horrific and hard-fought conflict. Whatever his thoughts at the time, what is certain was that he was one of the very few Union men who was there to see it all begin.20
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The deck of the USS Pawnee as it appeared in 1861. (Library of Congress)


The Irish at Sumter


Even before the American Civil War erupted in 1861, thousands of Irishmen were already serving in the United States military, as part of the regular army. Attracted by the offer of steady pay and board, as well as a means of escaping the slum-like conditions that were the lot of the urban poor, a soldierly life proved a popular choice for immigrants of the 1840s and ‘50s. Of the 3,516 foreign-born men who entered the US Army between 1850 and 1851, 2,113 of them were Irish. There was such an influx of Irishmen into the service that during the 1850s almost 60 per cent of the entire army came from Ireland. Of the 16,000 men who constituted the US Army in 1860, thousands had been born on the other side of the Atlantic.21


As the United States slid inexorably towards war in the years before 1861, one incident stood out as an event that polarised Northern and Southern opinion. A militant abolitionist called John Brown decided that he would attempt to start an armed slave uprising against the South. In order to achieve this he targeted the United States Arsenal at Harper’s Ferry, Virginia (now West Virginia) which he planned to capture before distributing weapons to the insurrectionists. To this end he led eighteen men towards the town on the night of 16 October 1859, but his plan misfired when the alarm was raised, and slaves failed to join the revolt. By 17 October locals were beginning to take pot shots at the party, and a number of the raiders and townspeople were killed. With escape cut off, Brown led his survivors and prisoners into the arsenal’s fire-engine house to make a last stand.


Eventually a detachment of US Marines were rushed to the scene, and placed under the temporary command of Colonel Robert E. Lee of the 2nd US Cavalry (Lee would later lead the Army of Northern Virginia). Although not attached to the army, the marines also had a large number of Irishmen in their ranks. Brown refused to surrender, and the marines were ordered to storm the fire-engine house. With a battering ram and bayonets the troops surged forward, breaking in and killing two of Brown’s men. John Brown himself was taken alive. The action divided North and South as never before. Southerners, terrified at the prospect of slave revolt, ensured that the abolitionist (along with six others) was swiftly tried and hanged. In the North, Brown became a martyr, and the desire for an end to slavery gained more purchase in many of the Free states.
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US Marines storming the Engine House at Harper’s Ferry, Virginia, in 1859, the attack in which Private Luke Quinn died. (Library of Congress)
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The Confederate bombardment of Fort Sumter in April 1861. (Library of Congress)


The attack on the fire-engine house at Harper’s Ferry had cost the marines one fatality, twenty-four-year-old Irishman Private Luke Quinn. He had enlisted in Brooklyn, New York nearly four years earlier, on 23 November 1855. During the assault, Luke had been the third man to scramble through the shattered door and into the building, where he was instantly shot in the abdomen, dying a few minutes later. The prominence of an Irishman as the only military fatality of John Brown’s raid established a pattern that would be repeated less than two years later, as the first shots of the Civil War were aimed at Fort Sumter.22
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