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            INTRODUCTION

            Marta Ramón

         

         1 THE WRITER

         James Stephens was born in Kilkenny City, probably in July 1825. According to local tradition and the evidence provided by parish records, he may have been the biological son of Robin Stephens and Margaret Kelly, unmarried, and the adopted son of his known parents, John Stephens and his wife Anne, née Casey. John Stephens worked as a clerk to a local auctioneer and bookseller, and there are indications that he may also have been a small proprietor, although by the time that Griffith’s Valuation was completed in 1849 he was no longer listed as one. James Stephens was educated locally at St Kieran’s School, and later, at least for a term, at St Kieran’s College. He then started an apprenticeship with a civil engineer, and during the early 1840s he worked for the Southern and Western Railway. Between 1847 and 1848, like many of his generation, he was drawn towards Young Ireland’s Irish Confederation, and became involved in its activities.1 When Smith O’Brien passed through Kilkenny in his attempt to rally the population for the July 1848 insurrection Stephens went out to join him, and after the failure he escaped to France. He remained in Paris working as a tutor of English and translator until the end of 1855, when he made his way back to Ireland.

         After coming into contact with 1848 veterans in Dublin and Kilkenny, in 1857 Stephens received an offer from Irish-American nationalists to organise a secret society in preparation for the arrival of an American military expedition, and on 17 March 1858 he and his Dublin associates founded the Irish Republican Brotherhood (IRB). The following October Stephens travelled to the United States and promoted the foundation of the Fenian Brotherhood (FB) as the IRB’s sister organisation. According to the Fenian arrangement, the FB would provide money, weapons and trained officers, while the IRB would prepare to launch an insurrection in Ireland at the appropriate time.

         The early years of the movement were an uphill struggle on both sides, but in November 1861 the Fenians finally claimed their first propaganda success when they defeated constitutional nationalists for control of the funeral of Terence Bellew MacManus, a Young Ireland veteran who had escaped from captivity in Australia and died in San Francisco on 15 January. By the time the funeral took place, the Civil War had broken out in the United States, draining the Fenian Brotherhood of members and resources, but holding the promise of thousands of battle-hardened veterans for the Irish revolution. In 1864 James Stephens travelled to the United States for a second time, and decided to give the movement a final push by announcing that revolution would take place by the end of 1865. This had the desired effect on morale and numbers, but it also moved the British government to act. On 15 September 1865 the IRB’s newspaper, the Irish People, was suppressed and most of the Fenian leadership arrested. Stephens was eventually captured, but rescued from prison only a few days later. Meanwhile in the United States a split had developed between John O’Mahony and his Fenian senate, led by William R. Roberts, who had determined on starting the war of liberation by invading Canada in the hope of securing a foothold for the Irish army and embroiling Britain in a war with the United States. In May 1866 Stephens arrived in New York for the third time, accepted O’Mahony’s resignation and took up leadership of his side of the organisation, but by the end of the year he had failed to gather enough support or resources to assist the IRB. When he tried to postpone the rising for the third time in a year he was deposed by his military lieutenants. It was these lieutenants who launched the Fenian rising on 5 March 1867.

         After his deposition James Stephens sailed to France. He remained in the country for the following 24 years, except for a failed venture as a wine merchant in the United States between 1871 and 1874, and a brief unwarranted expulsion from French territory in 1885. During the 1870s and early 1880s he made a few attempts to regain control of the IRB, but he had lost all credibility with large sections of the movement, and the new political circumstances had left him without a place in Irish nationalist politics. In 1891, through Parnell’s intervention, he was finally allowed to return to Ireland, where he lived in retirement until his death ten years later, on 29 March 1901.2

         2 THE DIARY

         On 13 October 1858 James Stephens landed in New York, booked a room at the Metropolitan Hotel, Broadway, and after washing up and getting over his seasickness went in search of Michael Doheny and John O’Mahony, two friends and fellow veterans of Young Ireland’s 1848 insurrection. It had been about a year since Doheny and O’Mahony had sent Stephens an offer of American help for an Irish revolution in the name of the Emmet Monument Association (EMA), an organisation founded in March 1855 which purported to work towards fulfilling Robert Emmet’s last request before his execution in 1803: ‘when my country takes her place among the nations of the earth; then, and not till then, let my epitaph be written’.3 Stephens had agreed to set up a revolutionary movement in Ireland on condition of receiving between £80 and £100 for the following three months and being guaranteed supreme authority. After his new partners sent him the first £80 and his appointment as ‘Chief Executive of the Irish Revolutionary movement’ in Ireland, on 17 March 1858 Stephens and his Dublin associates, T. C. Luby, Joseph Denieffe, Peter Langan, Garrett O’Shaughnessy and Owen Considine took an oath to ‘make Ireland an independent Democratic Republic’. This was the official foundation of the secret society that eventually received the name of Irish Republican Brotherhood. The new joint venture, however, did not get off to a smooth start. The Emmet Monument Association was too weak in reality to maintain its financial engagements, and the second remittance never arrived. That October Stephens travelled to New York determined to publicise the new project among prominent Irish-Americans and establish a steady flow of cash towards the Irish organisation. He met with only limited success, but by the time he returned to Europe in March 1859 he had at least secured the establishment of a proper sister organisation, the Fenian Brotherhood under John O’Mahony, and a new appointment for himself as chief executive of the movement ‘at home and abroad’.4

         The document about to be offered to the reader is Stephens’s diary of the most important developments during his five-month stay in the United States. In the course of its pages Stephens records his difficulties, his plans for the IRB, his personal dreams and ambitions, his relationship with his Irish-American partners, his attempts to enlist the support of nationalist celebrities and other ‘men of means and influence’, and his scathing opinions about America and its inhabitants. In the process, he also offers the reader a glimpse into his complex personality.

         Stephens’s personal reputation has been largely built on memoirs written by Fenian veterans after the movement’s collapse, when, as John O’Leary put it, ‘the glamour of Stephens’s influence’ had given way to bitter disappointment and fierce opposition.5 In these memoirs, personal assessments of Stephens’s role as a revolutionary leader are accompanied by struggling attempts to convey to the reader the powerful impression Stephens made on all who came into contact with him. James O’Connor, bookkeeper of the movement’s organ the Irish People and future MP for Wicklow West, offered the following portrait:

         
            In his character there were many contradictions, as there are perhaps in the characters of most men. He was very genial, playful and humorous; he was indulgent to an erring brother, if that brother believed implicitly in him; he was condescending to all, if they were truly his followers. But he was irritable under contradiction, impatient of the slightest opposition to his views. If any man attempted to expose his pretensions to universal knowledge – down with him. Show him a rival, and he showed him no mercy … Some people think that James Stephens was a demi-god; others believe he was a traitor. He was neither one nor the other; he was only an ordinary man with an extraordinary amount of self-assurance.6

         

         Such passages are relatively frequent in Fenian accounts, but they do not do full justice to the strength of Stephens’s remarkable personality. John O’Leary, who left one of the best existing pen portraits of Stephens, at the end of a long description admitted that he could only convey ‘the faintest shadow’ of his mental picture of Stephens to those who had never known him.7 Over a century after his death, Stephens’s own writings are the only remaining substitute for first-hand knowledge. Unfortunately, Stephens’s autobiographical writings are scarce and heavily embellished, and some of them were further edited before publication by the poet and journalist Eugene Davis.8 Stephens’s personal letters are the best window into his personality, but they are not easily accessible to the general reader. This edition of Stephens’s diary intends to try and overcome this difficulty, show events from Stephens’s perspective, and at the same time communicate to the reader the contradictory feelings of dislike and admiration described by so many Fenian writers.

         The selection of Stephens’s American Diary over his other preserved journals is not a random choice. Quite apart from its value as a self-portrait of Stephens, the diary chronicles one of the most important periods in the history of the Fenian movement: the early months when the unrealistic American offer and its equally unrealistic acceptance by Stephens were set to sink or swim. The ideas of an Irish revolution and of Irish-American assistance to this revolution were hardly new, but so far they had not been seriously undertaken as co-ordinated efforts. Irish revolutionary movements tended to be short-lived, and Irish-American nationalists time and again lacked the means and infrastructure to send aid in time. This situation was compounded by a particular Irish-American attitude by which, as Michael Doheny wrote to William Smith O’Brien, ‘if a successful blow were struck in Ireland fifty millions sterling would be raised here in two months. But to prepare for such an event you could not raise fifty cents.’9 Now, for the first time, the EMA had established a transatlantic link before starting preparations on both sides, rather than an ad hoc alliance to take advantage of an already ongoing Irish crisis. It would be Stephens’s task to seize this opportunity, work his persuasion powers on Irish recruits and potential American backers alike, infuse them with confidence in the project’s long-term possibilities, and help to make Fenianism a durable political entity rather than a crisis-driven, perishable movement. It is precisely this decisive initial phase which the diary captures.

         3 YOUNG IRELAND

         In order to explain adequately both the process leading to the birth of the Fenian movement and the circumstances in which the diary was written, it is necessary to begin 13 years earlier. The Fenian movement was an offspring of the Young Ireland agitation of the 1840s, not only because it was founded by Young Ireland veterans, but also because some of its most important features emerged during the build-up towards the failed insurrection of July 1848.

         Young Ireland, the clique which had sprung around the editors of the Nation since 1842, began their life as a section within the Repeal Association, but eventually their more advanced ideas and their objections to O’Connell’s pragmatic approach to politics had turned them into a thorn in O’Connell’s side. In July 1846 tension exploded when O’Connell – partly as a means to bring Young Ireland back into line – proposed a series of ‘peace resolutions’ by which the Repeal Association universally condemned physical force as a means to attain political ends.10 Although the Young Irelanders had never contemplated physical force as an actual course of action, they refused to condemn it as an abstract principle. On 26 July Thomas Francis Meagher, the young son of the Mayor of Waterford, pronounced his famous ‘sword speech’ in defence of Young Ireland’s position.11 After a violent verbal exchange with John O’Connell, the Liberator’s son, the Young Irelanders collectively walked out of the Repeal Association.

         In January 1847 the dissenters founded the Irish Confederation. Trying to depart from the O’Connellite model, the Young Irelanders neglected to appoint a single figure of authority over the new organisation, and decided to develop it as a network of Confederate clubs, semi-autonomous political cells where members would attend courses and lectures, debate political issues and participate in leisure activities. However, this idyllic project had been organised against the backdrop of the Famine and the 1848 ‘springtide of the peoples’, and it was not long before the clubs began to adopt a more belligerent spirit and acquire a dangerous revolutionary potential.

         The final impulse for this transformation was provided by John Mitchel, an Ulster Presbyterian attorney who had been a contributor to the Nation since 1843 and a permanent writer since 1845. He was also the leading spirit of a more radical section of the Young Ireland elite for whom Meagher’s sword was not merely an inspiring symbol. While moderate leaders like Charles Gavan Duffy and William Smith O’Brien intended the clubs to work merely as centres of political education, Mitchel enjoined them to discover how to ‘re-conquer’ the country.12 As the Famine raged on, Mitchel’s mounting radicalism finally brought him into open conflict with Duffy and O’Brien. Late in 1847 Mitchel withdrew from the Nation, and on 12 February 1848 he published the first issue of his own journal, the United Irishman. Barely two weeks later the February Revolution established the Second French Republic and set off a domino chain of revolts across Europe.

         In this increasingly tense atmosphere, both the Young Irelanders and the government prepared for the seemingly inevitable clash. Late in March 1848 Mitchel, Meagher and Smith O’Brien were charged with sedition, and the following May they were put on trial. Meagher and Smith O’Brien were acquitted, but Mitchel was rearrested and tried under the new Treason Felony Act, which eased the penalties for seditious acts, but accordingly made convictions easier to secure. On 27 May Mitchel was sentenced to 14 years’ transportation and whisked away, first to Bermuda, and eventually to Van Diemen’s Land, soon to be renamed Tasmania. Mitchel’s transportation marked a turning point for the Confederation. With a new martyr in their ranks, the clubs went into a fever of activity while the leaders took more determined steps to prepare for military action after the harvest. As part of these preparations, a mission was sent to the United States to solicit Irish-American resources in aid of the cause.

         The Irish-American community had not remained aloof from political developments in Ireland: both the Repeal Association and the Irish Confederation had their own American branches, although so far their influence on events in Ireland had been slight. However, political excitement in the wake of the February Revolution had reached across the Atlantic. By March 1848 the newly founded Irish Republican Union (IRU) was proclaiming its intention ‘to promote revolutions for the establishment of Republican Governments throughout Europe, especially in Ireland’.13 Mitchel’s transportation gave a new impetus to Irish-American nationalism. On 5 June 1848 a large number of prominent Irish-American politicians held a meeting which culminated in the launch of a collection to assist ‘the active friends of liberty’ in Ireland.14 From this meeting arose the American Provisional Committee for Ireland, chaired by Robert Emmet, nephew and namesake of the rebel executed in 1803. On 15 August this committee, now calling itself the ‘Directors of the Friends of Ireland’ published an appeal signed by Emmet himself, Charles O’Conor, a renowned jurist, James W. White, also a well-known judge, Horace Greeley, editor of the New York Tribune, Felix Ingoldsby, Bartholomew O’Connor, John McKeon, the district attorney for New York County, and at least two IRU leaders: Michael T. O’Connor and Thomas Hays. By 22 August collections exceeded $4,000.15

         Unfortunately for the Young Irelanders, this Directory never had the time to make their aid effective. On 22 July the British government suspended habeas corpus in Ireland and prepared to dismantle the Confederation. The long-anticipated crisis had finally arrived, but the government had seized the initiative and caught the Confederates by surprise. Early in the morning of 23 July T. F. Meagher and John Blake Dillon reached Smith O’Brien at Ballinkeele, near Enniscorthy, County Wexford, where he had arrived on a visit only the previous day. After a brief deliberation, the three Confederate leaders resolved to call on the population to protect them from arrest. Thus began Young Ireland’s insurrection. Unfortunately for the Confederates, calling a country to arms without definite plans or a proper military organisation was to prove far more difficult than they anticipated. On their arrival in Kilkenny, where they had intended to make their revolutionary start, Dr Robert Cane, a fellow member of the Confederate council, informed them that the local Confederate clubs were too weak to mount effective resistance, and suggested that they should first cross into Tipperary in order to gather reinforcements. The following morning Smith O’Brien and his companions left Kilkenny towards Carrick-on-Suir.

         Smith O’Brien’s stop at Kilkenny did not result in a triumphant proclamation, but it had other consequences for Irish history. Kilkenny was James Stephens’s home town. The day after O’Brien’s departure Stephens was discussing politics with his father and some friends at a local hotel, when word arrived that a detective was in town with a warrant for O’Brien’s arrest. When a man named Patrick Kavanagh proposed going in search of this detective, Stephens volunteered to accompany him. They found the supposed detective at a local inn, but on being questioned he identified himself as Patrick O’Donoghue, a Dublin Confederate who was carrying a message for Smith O’Brien. In order to verify this information Stephens and Kavanagh decided to escort O’Donoghue into O’Brien’s presence. They found O’Brien at Cashel on 24 July. Once they had fulfilled their self-imposed mission, Kavanagh returned home, but Stephens decided to remain and join the insurrection. During the next six days he followed O’Brien’s wanderings and took part in the main revolutionary incidents, but he also met several individuals who would play a role in the future fortunes of the Fenian movement, including John Blake Dillon, T. F. Meagher, Michael Doheny and John O’Mahony.

         On the morning of 29 July Smith O’Brien and a group of followers including Stephens were at the Boulagh Commons, near Ballingarry, when a Dublin Confederate named John Kavanagh rode in to warn them that a police force were on their way. The rebels set up barricades and prepared for battle. However, when the police spotted trouble ahead they swerved off the main road and fled until they came to a house on the top of a hill. Inside this house were the five young children of the Widow Margaret McCormack. The police broke in, took the children hostage, and started to barricade doors and windows. Thus began what was later derisively called ‘the battle of the Widow McCormack’s cabbage garden’: several hours of tense negotiations between the police and the besiegers culminating in a shootout, the death of two rebels and the dispersion of the rest on the arrival of police reinforcements.

         This was the last major incident of the insurrection. The Confederates’ attempts to rally the population had been plagued by difficulties from the beginning, and the news of O’Brien’s defeat shattered any remaining hopes. Little by little, numbers of Confederate leaders fled the country or were arrested. Among the latter were Smith O’Brien, T. F. Meagher and Patrick O’Donoghue. They were put on trial in October 1848, sentenced to transportation and shipped off to join Mitchel in Van Diemen’s Land. Many others including Stephens managed to elude the authorities and eventually made their way out of the country, mainly to France and the United States. After Ballingarry Stephens went in search of John O’Mahony and later accompanied him to meet Michael Doheny. On 13 August Stephens and Doheny set off together while O’Mahony stayed behind to lead his September guerrilla campaign.16 After a few weeks’ wanderings, Stephens and Doheny made their separate ways to France.17 By the end of the year Doheny had emigrated to the United States, and O’Mahony had come to join Stephens in France.

         4 THE BIRTH OF THE FENIAN MOVEMENT

         The hectic months culminating in Young Ireland’s insurrection were followed by a full decade when, in contrast, nothing seemed to be happening on the nationalist camp. This situation led to the stereotypical comparison of Ireland with ‘the corpse on the dissecting table’, borrowed from Gavan Duffy. In fact the 1850s were an important period of reorganisation. After the political turmoil subsided, John O’Connell tried to revive the Repeal Association with little success. Charles Gavan Duffy, who had been arrested some time before the insurrection, was tried in April 1849 and released owing to jury disagreement. By September he was back in politics, at the helm of the Nation and involved in launching the Irish Alliance, an organisation which by August 1850 had joined forces with an emerging network of post-Famine tenant-right societies to form the Irish Tenant League. League agitation and a new surge of anti-English animosity over the Ecclesiastical Titles Bill of 1851 led to the emergence and brief success of the Independent Irish Party in the British parliament.18 Meanwhile the more radical segments of the Confederation – which at the time included agrarian ideologue James Fintan Lalor and future Fenian leaders T. C. Luby and John O’Leary – organised an abortive conspiracy in the summer of 1849. This was followed by the establishment of the Irish Democratic Association, a short-lived organisation which for a time gave cohesion to former Mitchelite republicans and provided the ideological transition between the Confederation and the Fenian movement.

         Irish nationalism was also undergoing important changes across the Atlantic. The failure of Smith O’Brien’s insurrection frustrated the IRU’s attempt to send off their own Irish brigade and forced some clubs to return the subscriptions already contributed.19 The subsequent arrival of Young Ireland exiles gave new life to Irish-American nationalism, but it also created new sources of conflict. Michael Doheny in particular became an extremely active but quarrelsome member of the New York nationalist elite. On his arrival in New York he joined the IRU, which by 1850 had been incorporated into the New York State Militia as the still conspiratorial Silent Friends, and promoted the formation of Irish regiments who could potentially be turned into a force of Irish national liberation. These Irish regiments would be at the core of the future Fenian Brotherhood, but success was still far ahead. By 1853 the Silent Friends had dissolved in the midst of bitter internal quarrels involving Doheny himself and James Huston, one of the IRU founders and the leader of a rival faction.20

         The collapse of the Silent Friends was soon offset by John Mitchel’s escape from Van Diemen’s Land, engineered by P. J. Smyth with the assistance of Directory funds, and his arrival in New York late in November 1853.21 In April 1854 Mitchel promoted the establishment of the Irishmen’s Universal Civil and Military Republican Union. This organisation was intended to provide the Irish in America with military training, ostensibly with a view to defending the interests of their adopted country, but in reality once again with Irish independence in mind. At the same time Mitchel initiated contacts with the Russian government, then embroiled in the Crimean War against Britain, about the possibility of Russian assistance for an Irish revolution. However, in a matter of months Mitchel antagonised Catholics by entering on a heated dispute with Archbishop Hughes and attacking the Church as a political corporation, and alienated abolitionists and the Northern population generally by his controversial defence of slavery.

         Faced with the general hostility he had brought on himself, Mitchel moved to Tennessee at the end of 1854. In March 1855 the New York nationalists made a new start and set up the Emmet Monument Association according to the plan already put forward for the Irishmen’s Universal Civil and Military Republican Union. They also resumed advances to the Russian consul in New York. But at this point there was a weakness in the EMA’s plans: no contacts had been established in Ireland to co-ordinate efforts. A solution presented itself in June 1855 when Joseph Denieffe, an EMA member, informed Doheny that he was returning to Ireland to see his dying father. Doheny gave him full authority to spread the EMA’s work in Ireland, and assured him that there were 30,000 men ready to sail as soon as they could gather the necessary funds, and that he could expect an American expedition by the following September.22 However, not all Irish-American nationalists were behind the EMA. John McClenahan, the editor of Mitchel’s former newspaper the Citizen, started an editorial campaign against the expedition scheme, and in September published the following:

         
            Let public meetings be called by the Irish in every city and town throughout the Union. Let each meeting in turn appoint three delegates to a special meeting in the capital of each state. Let the assembled delegates in each capital, at their meeting select say three men or five from amongst them to meet in one particular city, and then let them go to business. From them, accredited by the Irishmen of each state, a Directory could be formed and a Provisional Government for Ireland.23

         

         The outcome of this appeal was the establishment of the Irish Emigrant Aid Society, a rival organisation to the EMA which purported to offer assistance to Irish-Americans intending to ‘emigrate’ to Ireland in order to take part in the planned revolution. The ensuing rivalry between the EMA and the Emigrant Aid Society came to a head in December 1855, when the Emigrant Aid Society called a public convention to be held in New York. The EMA remained aloof at first, but eventually decided to approach Dr Thomas Smith, the Society’s secretary, to urge the necessity of unity. Dr Smith, however, saw this move as an attempt to take over the Society and answered by sending the EMA detailed instructions for the appointment of delegates to the convention strictly under the Emigrant Aid Society’s stipulations.24 John O’Mahony and James Roche travelled to Boston on behalf of the EMA to meet with Dr Smith and, according to their later account, were given to understand that the EMA would be allowed to attend the convention as an independent organisation. However, at the opening of the convention Dr Smith denied having made this promise, and the EMA was excluded. A heated controversy followed, in the course of which Michael Doheny launched violent diatribes against both Dr Smith and John McClenahan. The crisis was deepened by the end of the Crimean War in February 1856, which in turn ended the prospect of Russian aid. In this situation the EMA decided to go into hibernation and disbanded, leaving a core executive committee empowered to revive the organisation under more favourable circumstances.

         Despite this apparent failure, however, the EMA had gained an important, if still inconspicuous, advantage over its rivals: thanks to Joseph Denieffe, they were the only Irish-American organisation which had succeeded in establishing links with the nationalists in Ireland. Although Denieffe was disheartened by the EMA’s difficulties and at times hesitated between settling in the north of Ireland or returning to the United States altogether, his mission had helped to bring together a small cluster of ’48 veterans in Dublin and Kilkenny, Denieffe’s home town. At the same time, late in 1855, James Stephens was preparing to return to Ireland after a seven-year exile in Paris. On his arrival early in 1856 he undertook what he later called his ‘3,000 miles’ walk’, a tour of Leinster and Munster by which he supposedly intended to measure the country’s revolutionary temperature; in reality his main objective was to write a book. In the course of a visit to his native Kilkenny, John Haltigan, a printer in the Kilkenny Journal and one of Denieffe’s first recruits, informed Stephens about Denieffe’s work and later sent Denieffe word that Stephens wished to see him.25 Like Denieffe, Stephens had transatlantic links through his friendship with Doheny and O’Mahony; unlike Denieffe, however, he was not one to lose heart in the face of difficulties. In due course Stephens met Denieffe and his associates in Dublin. At their first meeting Stephens persuaded Denieffe to stay in Ireland and they all agreed to await events, but they would not have long to wait.

         Philip Gray, a former leader of the ’49 conspiracy and then a member of this Dublin circle, died in February 1857. His associates then decided to launch a campaign to erect a monument to his memory, and sent an energetic appeal to the ‘transatlantic brothers’ conveyed through Stephens to John O’Mahony.26 That May the Sepoy insurrection broke out in India, embroiling Britain in another military effort abroad. The EMA committee, sensing the favourable opportunity they had been waiting for, sent another envoy to Ireland, a man named Owen Considine, but this time he was only a messenger in charge of delivering a personal message to James Stephens: the offer of an American expeditionary force and the proposal that he should take charge of preparing the country for its arrival.

         Stephens agreed conditionally and sent Denieffe back to New York with his reply. While waiting for the EMA’s response, he made a tentative start by sounding a few ‘men of means and influence’ in Ireland who could sponsor his organisation and facilitate his propaganda work. His first target was John Blake Dillon, who had recently returned from his own exile in New York, and at that time had employed Stephens to teach French to his children. Unfortunately for Stephens, Dillon declined to become involved in the new venture, and on 11 January 1858 sent Stephens a tactful letter dispensing with his services as a tutor.27 Around this time Stephens also approached A. M. Sullivan, the new owner of the Nation, but received a similar reply. Whether it was responses like these which prompted the IRB to adopt its eventual shape as a democratic organisation (in the nineteenth-century sense), or whether conversely, it was this democratic element that deterred Irish ‘men of means and influence’ from participating, Stephens’s challenge, and his success, would be to break through these obstacles and create a solid movement in opposition both to the government and to the then recognised leaders of Irish nationalism.

         As soon as Stephens received his formal appointment and the first funds from the EMA in March 1858, he and T. C. Luby started on their first organising tour through the counties Kilkenny, Tipperary and Cork. In Cork they recruited the members of the Phoenix National and Literary Society of Skibbereen, a Confederate-style, cultural/revolutionary club whose leaders included the later notorious Jeremiah O’Donovan Rossa. The Phoenix members became some of the most active in the movement, but they were also the first to be discovered and arrested the following December, in a chain of events in which A. M. Sullivan featured prominently.

         This was a dangerous setback for the IRB, but it had not been the first. Stephens and Luby’s successful tour in the summer of 1858 came to a premature end when funds ran out. After waiting in vain for the second promised remittance, Stephens sent Denieffe back to New York with a mission to put pressure on the EMA. When Denieffe returned a month later with a scanty £40, Stephens decided to make the journey himself. By now it must have been evident to him that any amount of pressure on the Americans would be useless without some previous work of organisation and propaganda. He therefore decided to cross over, publicise the strength of the movement ‘at home’, campaign for support and contributions, and try to leave behind a properly organised revolutionary partner. But his single most important objective, which would mean at once the support of prominent Irish-American leaders and a sizeable ready-made revolutionary fund, was the Irish Directory created in 1848. After the collapse of Young Ireland’s insurrection the Directory found itself in a dilemma. Since it was impossible to return a multitude of individual contributions, it was decided to lay the fund aside – over £5,000 according to some sources28 – to be applied to any other nationalist venture that the Directory should deem suitable. However, in order to gain favour with the Directory Stephens needed the previous support of other nationalist leaders. Before his departure he procured a letter from Fr John Kenyon and requested another from J. B. Dillon, who had himself been a member of the Directory during his exile in New York, but again Dillon refused to become involved. Stephens hoped that Kenyon’s letter and his own persuasive powers would be enough to win over John Mitchel and T. F. Meagher, and through them the Directory and the rest of the Irish-American community. On 15 October 1858 the New York Times carried the following marine intelligence:

         
            Steamship Indian Empire, Courtney, Galway Sept. 28, and Halifax 10th inst., via Newport 12th, with mdse. [merchandise] and 105 passengers to the American Express Co. Arrived off Sandy Hook 13th, at 8. P. M., and was detained by fog. She landed 20 of her passengers at Newport. Arrived off the Battery at 9.50 A. M.

         

         This was very probably the ship which brought James Stephens to New York on his first American mission. And it is at this point that the diary begins.
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