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Bound in Chains


The morning of 12 October 1867 was wet and bitterly cold. In Portland Prison in England, sixty-three Irish Fenian prisoners slept huddled beneath thin blankets. Suddenly a din outside their cells – the thump of warders’ boots and their shouts and curses – roused the prisoners from their uneasy sleep.


The cell doors were unbolted and flung open. ‘Out! Out!’ the warders screamed. The prisoners threw off their threadbare blankets, scrambled from their beds and hurried out on to the landings. As they did so, they were thumped and kicked. Groans and cries of pain carried on the stinking air.


Among the sixty-three prisoners were six men who had been convicted of treason against the British queen. They were Robert Cranston from Stewartstown, County Tyrone, Thomas Darragh from Broomhall, Rathnew, County Wicklow, Michael Harrington from Cork city, Thomas Hassett of Doneraile in County Cork, Martin Hogan from Limerick city and James Wilson from Newry in County Down. These six men were destined to be part of one of the greatest seafaring adventures of all time – The Catalpa Rescue.


Because they were regarded as traitors, they were treated more harshly than the common prisoners, though many of these were notorious murderers, robbers and thieves. The six were dragged from their beds by shouting warders, beaten and kicked and forced out on to the landings.


Here, they were lined up according to their prison numbers. Now, two of the six Fenian prisoners found themselves together. These were Thomas Hassett, Prisoner No. 9757, and Michael Harrington, Prisoner No. 9758. ‘What’s happening?’ they whispered to each other, but neither man knew.


Bewildered, the two men stood shivering in the bitter cold. Warders moved along the line handing the prisoners their breakfasts. This consisted of cold potato-and-oat porridge, a hunk of bread and a mug of bitter cocoa. For men in the prime of life, the food hardly sated their ravenous appetites.


Both men, like their four fellow Fenians, had spent months in prisons in Ireland and England. They had suffered hunger and beatings and harsh working conditions. Already they were showing signs of this ill-treatment.


Now soldiers dragging iron chains moved along the lines of prisoners. Each prisoner was attached to the chains by wrists and ankles according to his number, twenty prisoners to each chain. Many were suffering from cuts and sores on their ankles and wrists caused by being previously shackled. Their groans and cries of pain echoed around the bleak prison walls.


To the clanking of chains, the prisoners were driven out into the prison yard. Within minutes they were soaked through by the driving rain and stood hunched against the bitter wind blowing off Portland Harbour. All around them the prison buildings and its high encircling stone wall loomed against the dark skyline.


Prisoners whispered among themselves, all wondering what was happening. ‘Silence!’ the soldiers and warders screamed as they strode along the lines, punching and kicking those who did not obey.


Then word passed among the prisoners. They were being transported to Fremantle, in Western Australia. A ship was lying at anchor in Portland Harbour to take them on the 24,000-kilometre journey across two of the most dangerous oceans in the world.


The six Fenian prisoners greeted the news with horror. Sentenced to penal servitude for life, they knew that once they reached Australia they would never again be free men. They would never return to their beloved country, Ireland, nor would they ever be reunited with their families.


Suddenly an order rang out: ‘Convicts: Forward March!’ Drums began to beat. The prisoners – Fenians and common prisoners alike – shuffled toward the opening gates of the prison, their chains jangling. They trudged out the gate and down the cobbled road toward the harbour. Soldiers with fixed bayonets marched alongside both groups. The six Fenians marched to the drumbeat. As former soldiers in the British army, they still retained their professional pride.


A crowd had gathered to watch the prisoners being herded to the waiting ship. Among the crowd were friends and relatives of the prisoners. Now they shouted goodbyes to their loved ones. A young girl rushed forward and tried to embrace her brother, but a soldier caught her and flung her back.


Soldiers struck out at any prisoner who spoke or did not keep up. Desperate cries of pain and loss mingled with the beat of the drums and the clanking of the chains. On they marched, or stumbled, to the quayside. Here, a paddle steamer waited to transport the prisoners to the ship.


The prisoners were forced to board the paddle steamer. Shouts and oaths and curses rent the air. Eventually, all the prisoners were crammed on board. With black smoke puffing into the dark sky, the paddle steamer pulled away from the quay.


In the distance, through the rain, Hassett and Harrington and the four other Fenians saw the dark bulk of the ship that would take them to Australia. As they approached, they could read the name on her side. She was the Hougoumont, a large merchantman, which had been converted to a convict ship. Painted on her dark hull was a white arrow, which indicated her status.


Men dressed in red uniforms and cradling rifles lined her decks. These were former British soldiers who had agreed to go to Australia with their families. They would be paid a pension for doing so and were known as pensioners. During the long voyage they would guard the prisoners and help to keep order on board.


The paddle steamer pulled alongside the Hougoumont and was made fast. Prodded by bayonets, the prisoners scrambled on board. Here, they were unchained and, surrounded by hostile soldiers, stood in the wind and driving rain. Many of them begged for water, but were refused. Anyone who protested was beaten with rifle butts.


Two hatches in the ship’s main deck stood open. Iron cages with heavy doors had been erected at the entrance to each hatch. Armed soldiers flanked the doors. One by one, the prisoners’ numbers were called. Each prisoner stepped forward and clambered down a ladder into the ship’s dark hold.


Here the murk was emphasised by a few sputtering oil lamps. Prisoner after prisoner descended into the darkness, where already the stench of wet clothing and sweat and fear added to the already fetid air. Eventually, when all the prisoners were below, the hatches were closed.


Down in the gloomy hold the cries and screams of fear, anger and pain of the prisoners resounded. Fights broke out as men sought the best places in which to lie down. The Fenian prisoners remained together. Though some of them had been soldiers, they were still wary of the other convicts, many of whom were guilty of terrible crimes.


As the tumult continued, a clanking, screeching sound filled the air as the anchors were raised. Then the ship’s timbers groaned as if the vessel was alive. She began to roll as the sails were unfurled and she began to tack away from Portland Harbour. Soon the degree of roll increased as she cleared the harbour and entered the English Channel.


The six Fenian prisoners believed just then that they would never return, but were destined to die in prison in Australia. It was also the belief of many of the fifty-seven other Fenians, some of whom would die in prison and be buried in Australia. Others would eventually be released. Some of those remained in Australia while some returned to Ireland or went to America.


One of the fifty-seven Fenians, John Boyle O’Reilly, was destined to escape from prison in Australia within two years and make his way to America. There, with other Fenians, he helped plan The Catalpa Rescue.


Yet that October morning, as the Hougoumont sailed into the English Channel, neither Harrington nor Hassett, nor the other four Fenians, had any dreams of escape. They did not then know that within nine years they would be part of The Catalpa Rescue, one of the most daring sea adventures of all.


In April 1876, they made a bold escape from Fremantle Prison in Western Australia. They evaded capture, survived a storm and perilous danger from a British ship intent on recapturing them, before boarding a whaling ship bound for America. The ship was the Catalpa, one of the most famous ships of all time.


This is the story of that adventure, one of the most exciting and daring and dangerous rescues ever undertaken. It is the story of the brave men who planned the rescue and those, braver still, who carried it out. It is a story of great courage and self-sacrifice. Above all, it is the story of those six Fenian prisoners who survived in the harshest prison in Australia, and who one day sailed to freedom and a new life in America.
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Prisoners in Despair


With the Hougoumont pitching and rolling in the choppy seas, the prisoners quickly experienced life on a convict ship. Many had never been to sea before and were seasick. Buckets, provided as toilet facilities, soon overflowed. Within hours, the hold stank worse than ever. The air was thick with the sounds of retching and cries of distress and despair.


Conditions were even worse for the Fenians, especially the former soldiers. The crew and the pensioner guards singled out the Fenians for harsh treatment. Because they had been convicted of treason, they were regarded as traitors.


Yet they thought of themselves, not as traitors, but as patriots. They felt that they owed no allegiance to an English queen, only to their own country, Ireland. It was because of their love of their country and their wish to see it free of English rule that they were now prisoners.


For 700 years, Ireland had been ruled by England. During the 700 years there had been many rebellions in Ireland to try and win freedom for the people. Following these rebellions, England had treated the Irish population with great brutality. Many rebels were hanged or forced into exile. Their lands were confiscated and given to Englishmen as a reward for helping to put down the rebellions.


Most of those Irish people who lost their lands now lived on the verge of starvation. Many became labourers on the settlers’ estates. Others obtained work as servants. All of these were desperately poor and barely had enough to eat.


Others who lost their lands now rented land from the new English settlers, or landlords, at a very high rent. As the population grew, the land was divided up into smaller farms. Much of the land was used to grow grain, which was then sold to pay the rent. What little land remained was used to grow potatoes to feed the family.


By 1800, the potato had become the main food source for the majority of Irish peasants. The potato, though, was prone to a disease known as potato blight. This could destroy a whole crop overnight, leaving a family without food. They could not eat the grain because that had to be sold to pay the rent. If the rent wasn’t paid, the family would be evicted and their home destroyed.


From time to time, the potato crop partly failed, bringing famine to many areas. But then in the years 1845 to 1847 blight became widespread. As the potato crop failed each year, a terrible famine spread throughout the country. More than a million people died of hunger or disease, or emigrated to Britain or America.


Those who went to America did not forget Ireland or the plight of her people. One of these was a Limerick man, John O’Mahony. With other like-minded Irishmen he founded a secret society in America in 1858. He named it the Fenian Brotherhood after the ancient Irish heroes of legend, The Fianna. Its aim was to organise another rebellion in Ireland.


While O’Mahony was organising his society in New York, a Kilkenny man named James Stephens was setting up a similar secret organisation in Ireland. This was the Irish Republican Brotherhood (IRB). Both men made contact with each other and Stephens planned for a rebellion in Ireland in 1865.


He claimed that up to 200,000 men would be available to fight. Many of those were in Ireland. Others would come from America. These were the experienced Irish soldiers who had just fought in the American Civil War. This rebellion would have one other advantage over previous rebellions. Stephens and his colleagues had also recruited thousands of Irishmen who were soldiers in the British army. All these trained soldiers would be a match for the soldiers the English government would use to try and suppress the rebellion.


But before a date was set for the rebellion, Stephens was arrested in November 1865 and imprisoned in Richmond Prison in Dublin. But his fellow Fenians helped him escape and afterwards he fled to France. Among those who had organised the escape were John Devoy and John J. Breslin. Eleven years later they would play a vital part in The Catalpa Rescue.


Acting on information from informers, the authorities now arrested and tried hundreds of Fenians. Those found guilty of membership of the IRB received prison sentences. Fenians who were members of the British army were tried for treason. Those found guilty were sentenced to be hanged.


However, the authorities did not carry out the death sentences. Instead, they decided to transport those men, as well as other convicted Fenians, to Australia. This was how in October 1867, sixty-three Fenians found themselves on the Hougoumont, bound for Fremantle, Australia.


Fremantle Prison had been chosen because it was the most secure prison in Australia. Even if a man escaped from the prison, he had no hope of getting any further. On one side, the prison was bounded by a vast wilderness of bush and desert. No man could survive for long in that harsh, waterless land where temperatures could reach nearly a scorching 50 degrees.


On the other side of the prison lay the vast Indian Ocean. There was no need for men to guard this expanse of water. Looking out from shore one could see dark triangular fins cutting through the water. These fins belonged to killer sharks, which could bite a man in two with one snap of their razor-sharp teeth.


Satisfied that none of the Fenians would ever escape from Fremantle Prison, the British authorities were feeling more than satisfied. Yet, in October 1867, as the Hougoumont sailed on with its human cargo, the authorities could not imagine that in less than ten years one of the most daring sea rescues ever would take place. Or that six of the men locked away like animals in the hold of the convict ship would become some of the most famous Irish prison escapees of all time.
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Storm at Sea


As days and weeks passed, life on board the Hougoumont settled into a routine. The Fenian soldiers, who had been put with the common criminals, were allowed to join the civilian Fenians. Here, they felt more secure amongst their own. The civilians were allowed books and these they shared with the soldiers.
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