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To the memory of John Devoy.
Sir, you are an inspiration.
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INTRODUCTION





We cherish, at the bottom of our hearts, an inveterate hatred, produced by lengthened recollections of injustices – by the murder of our fathers, brothers and nearest kindred – and which will not be extinguished in our time, nor in that of our children – so that, as long as we have life, we will fight against them, without regret, or remorse, in defence of our rights. We will not cease to fight against and annoy them, until the day when they themselves, for want of power, shall have ceased to do us harm, and the Supreme Judge shall have taken just vengeance on their crimes; which, we firmly hope, will sooner or later come to pass. Until then, we will make war upon them unto death, to recover the independence, which is our natural right; being compelled thereto by very necessity, and willing rather to brave danger like men, than to languish under insult.1


Donal O’Neill, Prince of Ulster, writing to Pope John XXII in the 14th century


We’re slaves my boys and slaves we’ll be


Till maddened by our chains


We’ll raise the flag of liberty


And muster on the plains


And sweep the Saxon from our shore


As once we did the Dane2


Anonymous manuscript seized from The Irish People newspaper, Dublin, 1865





They’re an odd bunch, those West Australians. They are generators of the greatest, most exotic yarns beneath the Southern Cross, yet there is still this weird, unspoken sandgroper compact they all take with their mother’s milk: DON’T TELL ANY BASTARD EAST OF KALGOORLIE.


I first came across this phenomenon when I heard the story about the shipwreck of the Batavia, in 1629, on the Abrolhos Islands, off the coast where the town of Geraldton now lies. It was, I kid you not, the most stunning tale I’d ever heard, and yet, despite the fact I was nigh on 40 years old, and had been devouring Australian history for much of that time, I had never heard a word of it. And nor had most people from the east. Well, I am proud to say, I did my best to fix that, and have been thrilled with the response to my Batavia book since.


The Catalpa Rescue is remarkably similar – an extraordinary tale that is still little known in the eastern two-thirds of the country. A few of those east of Kalgoorlie who had heard of it started telling me about it after they’d read Batavia, and I was hooked, knowing that one day I wanted to bring it to life. As a yarn, it has everything, including the only thing that Batavia lacked – political inspiration in terms of an entire country struggling for independence. Happily, the more I began researching the basic contours of the Catalpa story – an extraordinary saga involving Ireland’s quest for liberation, transportation to Australia of Irish republican political prisoners and the quest to liberate them – the more enthralled I became.


I mean, when two of the prime movers in the affair were Irish journalists who were also passionate republicans . . . it rang a bell with me. I have been a journalist at the Sydney Morning Herald for over 30 years, and am the incumbent Chair of the Australian Republic Movement.


For what it’s worth, writing this book gave me great cause to reflect even more on my own Irish ancestry, and to feel ever more deeply connected to it.


It is something that had never particularly registered with me, until a few years ago when, in passing, my Uncle Alec FitzSimons mentioned to me that a man had come up to him at my grandfather’s funeral and said, ‘He was a very nice man, Mr FitzSimons, but I never understood a word he said. His Irish accent was so thick.’


I was stunned. I knew, of course, that Grandpa Fitz had come from Ireland at the age of 30, but little more than that. And now I find he was so strongly Irish, they couldn’t understand him?


Amazing!


It made me more interested in Irish subjects, and writing books on the Irish–Australian boxer Les Darcy, the Irish–Australian bushranger Ned Kelly and the Eureka Stockade – led by Peter Lalor of a famed Irish political family – immersed me more deeply in Irish culture and history.


For a book I wrote on my family, I travelled back to the village in Ireland my people had come to Australia from in the 19th century – Donaghadee in County Down – and was stunned. It is a small village by the sea, north-east of Belfast, of exquisite beauty. How bad must things have been for my family that they would have left all of that behind, to journey to faraway Australia?


All up, over the years it has awoken the ‘Irish’ in me, at least in the sense in which President John F. Kennedy famously said, ‘Ich bin ein Berliner.’ That is, whatever your genealogy, wherever your people come from, there really is much that is inspirational in Ireland’s march to independence, to becoming a republic, their own people once more, after so many centuries of subjugation.


So writing the book for me was both a joy – I loved revisiting and expanding some of my previously covered Irish political angles in Les Darcy and Eureka – and an inspiration.


Over the years, of course, there have also been many books recounting both the story of the Catalpa and, more particularly, this period in Fenian history, as well as biographies and autobiographies of some of the key players. In this vein, for the key Fenians, I particularly relied on John Devoy’s Recollections of an Irish Rebel and James Jeffrey Roche’s Life of John Boyle O’Reilly while from both the perspective of a general appreciation of Irish history, and the specific circumstances of James Stephens, I drew heavily on Chief Organizer of the Irish Republic. In terms of information about Fremantle3 Prison, John Boyle O’Reilly’s book Moondyne proved to be a singularly rich treasure trove of clearly authentic detail.


And then there is the key man on the Catalpa, Captain George S. Anthony. Hero!


In 1893, long after the Catalpa episode was over, Captain Anthony wrote to John Devoy, ‘I think I will try and get my book out and see what I can do with it; a bright smart newspaper man has taken all the notes of the voyage (of course some of it will have to be out) and if you will send me your photograph or some paper that has it in it I would thank you very much or if you have any newspaper clippings that would assist me in any way.’4


That journalist was Zephaniah Pease, and he in turn would write in the introduction to the book he published in 1897, The Catalpa Rescue: ‘The facts were contributed by Captain Anthony, who placed his log-book and personal records at the disposition of the writer, and the present version is authorized by the man who was most prominent in it.’5


For me, that book was gold from first to last, releasing a font of fabulous dialogue, together with the mood, the feel of the whole exercise from the Catalpa itself, and I record here the debt this book owes to Anthony’s notes and Pease’s piecing it all together.


That said, sometimes due to details and original documents being available to me now that were not available to Pease, I have felt that the actual historical record differs from Pease’s account, and have marked such occasions with author’s notes. I also thank and acknowledge the contribution of Captain Anthony’s great-grandson Jim Ryan and his wife, Cyndi, and thank them for receiving me so wonderfully well when I visited New Bedford in January 2019, showing me documents and artefacts concerning the Catalpa story that have been rarely seen – as well as sharing the family’s oral history. It helped fill out enormously my modern understanding of Captain Anthony’s role, beyond Pease’s fine book. On the same trip to New Bedford, I also visited that city’s Whaling Museum, where I was afforded the great privilege of holding the Catalpa’s log-book in my hand, and reading what amounted to the original account of what happened. I warmly thank that fine institution for their professional care, and their librarian Mark Procknik for his help during my stay and afterwards.


In the modern age, there was no better book to call on than Philip Fennell and Marie King’s John Devoy’s Catalpa Expedition, which relied on John Devoy’s serialised version of the Catalpa expedition in the Gaelic American newspaper. Though Mr Fennell has passed away, it was a delight to talk to Ms King in upstate New York, and exchange views on matters on which she is most expert.


Out of Ireland, I warmly thank Seamus Curran and Colum Kenny for their trust in showing me the precious letters written by John Devoy late in his life – suddenly illuminating a key part of the story that has never before come fully to light. I wept.


Now, as happens so frequently with my books on Australian history, I relied heavily on the National Library’s extraordinary resource, Trove. Trove, the ‘online library database aggregator’ – though I prefer to call it ‘the glowing embers of the national story’ – allows you to search newspaper stories from long ago, find stunning detail, and bring that national story to life. Time and again Trove turned up major Catalpa stories, arrivals and departures of key ships, official reactions, the journalist take of the time and then, later, reminiscences from, and obituaries of, many of the key players. Sometimes, even more crucially, it turned up reminiscences from the minor players who, 60 years after the event, provided key detail that revealed some of the missing pieces of the jigsaw puzzle. Time and again, as a story-teller, I felt blessed to be in an age when research that once would have involved months and years of trawling through dusty library files, can now be revealed with a few clicks of a mouse.


Others have done work in the same field, and in the modern era, I warmly acknowledge the sleuthing done by none other than Sir William Heseltine, a West Australian best known as the one-time Private Secretary of Queen Elizabeth II, but now clearly a writer and researcher of no little ability. A long-form article he had published in 2018 in, of all places, the online magazine, Fremantle Shipping News, proved the key to unlocking much of the warders’ side of the tale, as well as the official reaction to the whole saga. I similarly found another long-form piece by one Eamon McDermott, in Volume 23 of The Old Limerick Journal, 1988, fabulous for revealing detailed experiences of the Fenian Six in Dublin as well as the push from America to free them.


In terms of research for this book, I was blessed to have the services of a Bunbury local, Barb Kelly, who is not only a long-time devotee of the story and knew it well, but proved to be indefatigable in finding out more. With the occasional help of her son Lachlan, and counsel from another local historian, Peter Murphy, she was a delight to work with and much of the fresh information in these pages is a direct result of her, and their, prodigious digging.


When I visited Bunbury and Rockingham Beach in the course of my research she, Lachlan and Peter proved to be fine and knowledgeable guides, and great hosts. It was a particular pleasure to tramp through the very bush where much of the John Boyle O’Reilly saga in Australia reaches its climax. On matters to do with historical weaponry – the mechanics of firing an Armstrong Gun, for example – I turned as ever to my weapons expert Gregory Blake. Historian Sarah Drummond an expert on whaling in that period, was also invaluable in vetting my passages on whaling, and contributing fine detail.


I also had key early input from my long-time researcher in Canberra, Dr Peter Williams, as well as Colonel Renfrey Pearson in London, who proved as skilled as ever in raiding the archives in the United Kingdom for historical gold nuggets. In Germany, Sonja Göernitz put typical energy into checking and rechecking quotes against original documents to ensure all, including the footnotes, were accurate.


Though Dr Libby Effeney, another of my long-time researchers, came onto this project later than usual, she proved as invaluable as ever. Working from her place in Mexico, she would clock on around midnight AEST and send back ten hours later. As ever she was wonderful in adding information, subtracting dross and tirelessly checking for accuracy while making highly valued suggestions as to how the story could be told more evocatively.


I am once more indebted to Jane Macaulay for the illustrations and maps, which you will see throughout.


Meanwhile, my long-time friend at the Sydney Morning Herald, Harriet Veitch, took her fine-tooth comb to the whole thing, untangling hopelessly twisted sentences, eliminating many grammatical errors and giving my work a sheen which does not properly belong to it. She has strengthened my stuff for three decades now, and I warmly thank her, as ever.


With all my books, I give a draft of the near-finished product to my eldest brother, David, who has the best red pen in the business. When his interest flags, it is a fair bet so too will most readers, and I generally slash what doesn’t grab him, so long as it is not key to the story. In this case his deep and long-time love of sailing helped me understand much of the workings of a sailing ship that had previously escaped me, and I am in his debt, as ever.


My thanks also, as ever, to my highly skilled editor, Deonie Fiford, who has honoured my request that she preserve most of the sometimes odd way I write, while only occasionally insisting that something come out because it just doesn’t work.


I am grateful, as ever, to my friend and publisher, Matthew Kelly of Hachette, with whom I have worked many times over the last three decades, and who was enthusiastic and supportive throughout, always giving great guidance.


If I do say so myself, I love this book, and acknowledge all the aforementioned, particularly, for all their work in making it strong. And my final thanks to my wife, Lisa Wilkinson, for her understanding that I was for so long, otherwise engaged.





DRAMATIS PERSONAE



Fenian leaders


James Stephens. Born in 1825, in Kilkenny, Ireland. Stephens was a courageous and fiercely intelligent revolutionary who was the first to appreciate that the only way to beat the British Army in Ireland was to convert the many thousands of Irish soldiers who were serving with them to fight for Ireland instead, once he gave the word.


John Devoy. Born in 1842 in County Kildare, this charismatic leader of men was a great Irish patriot, who first learned the art of being a soldier at the age of 19 when he served a year with the French Foreign Legion in Algeria. Returning to Ireland in 1862, he was quick to join the Irish Republican Brotherhood, and assigned the task of recruiting Irish soldiers to the cause, ready to strike at the British when the day of The Rising came.


Fenian emissaries in Fremantle


John Breslin. Born in 1833, Breslin was quiet, cultured, fearless – extraordinarily competent. Raised in Drogheda in a large family of Irish patriots, he became involved with the Fenian movement for the first time in 1865, while working as a hospital steward at Dublin’s Richmond Bridewell Prison. As described by a contemporary writer, in the later part of life, Breslin was ‘a tall, courtly man, whose classical features, flowing white beard, and military bearing, made him a striking personage wherever he went. His history reads like a Chapter from the days of good King Arthur.’1


Thomas Desmond. Irish-born, he emigrated to the United States of America at the age of 16 in 1854, going on to fight in the American Civil War on the side of the Union. Joined John Breslin as one of the Fenians’ two key emissaries to Fremantle.


Denis Duggan. Born in Dublin, Denis Duggan went to high school with John Devoy. He joined the Irish Republican Brotherhood in 1861, and rose to lead one of the largest circles in Dublin. He was arrested on 14 February 1866 but a lack of evidence led to his release on the condition that he leave Ireland.


Irish Fenian convicts


John Boyle O’Reilly. Born in 1844 in County Meath, O’Reilly was a poet and journalist of great repute. After a brief stint in the British Army stationed in Ireland, he joined the Irish Rupublican Brotherhood in October 1864, going on to recruit more than 80 soldiers from his regiment. He was arrested on 14 February 1866 and sentenced to 20 years.


Sergeant Thomas Darragh. Born in County Wicklow in 1834 to a farming family, he served in the 2nd Queen’s Royal Regiment of the British Army for 18 years, mostly in South African, although he was decorated for bravery in the Second Opium War in China. Married with two children, he swore his oath to the Fenians in 1860 before being arrested in 1865 on a charge of mutinous conduct. He was sentenced to life.


Robert ‘Big Bob’ Cranston. Born in 1840 in Stewartstown, County Tyrone, he was a farmer before joining the 61st Regiment of Foot stationed in Richmond Barracks, Dublin. He joined the Fenians in 1864, was arrested in April 1866 and court-martialled in June 1866, receiving a life sentence.


William Foley. Born in Tipperary, Ireland, in 1837, the nearly six-footer of splendid physical prowess joined the 5th Dragoon Guards in 1859. He swore his oath to the Fenians in 1864, and was arrested for his trouble in February 1866.


Michael Harrington. Born in 1826 in County Cork, the one-time labourer served with distinction with the 61st Regiment of Foot from 1844 and was decorated for bravery during the Indian Mutiny of 1857. He took his oath as a Fenian in January 1866, was very active in recruiting before being arrested on 10 March, and convicted on 7 July of that year. He was sentenced to Penal Servitude for Life and sent to Western Australia.


James Wilson. Born in 1834 in County Down, he joined the 5th Dragoon Guards in 1860, and the Fenians in 1864 – whereupon he was one of John Devoy’s best recruiters. After deserting with Hogan in November 1865, he was arrested in Dublin on 10 February. He was court-martialled on 20 August 1866 and sentenced to life imprisonment.


Martin Hogan. Born in Limerick in 1839, he joined the 5th Dragoon Guards in 1857, and was sworn in as a Fenian in 1864, before deserting with Wilson in November 1865. Arrested on 10 February 1865, he was court-martialled on 21 August 1866, and sentenced to life imprisonment.


Thomas Henry Hassett. Born in 1841 in County Cork, he worked as a carpenter, and joined the 24th Regiment of Foot in 1861. He took the Fenian oath in 1864, and was said to have personally sworn in a further 270 members of his regiment before deserting in January 1866. Arrested in Dublin on 28 February 1866,2 he was court-martialled and, after pleading guilty to treason, was sentenced to life imprisonment in Australia.


John Flood. Born in Dublin in 1841, he joined the Fenians in the 1860s, and soon rose to become a trusted deputy in the organisation. After leading the attack on Chester Castle, he was arrested upon his return to Dublin, and on 8 April 1867 was convicted on a charge of treason felony, and sentenced to 15 years.


James Kiely. Born in Clonmel, County Tipperary, in 1834, he enlisted in the 53rd Regiment of Foot in 1860, which was for some time stationed in England, then Kildare, Ireland, before eventually being transferred to Clonmel in 1865, where he became involved with the Fenians. He was shortly after arrested while undertaking to manufacture skeleton keys to break into the local armoury. He was convicted on 18 June 1866 of not informing of a mutiny.


Patrick Keating. From County Clare, Keating served in the 5th Dragoons. He happened to be in the escort that took John Mitchel to the transport ship in 1848, bound for penal servitude in Van Diemen’s Land. He was also in the escort that took Fenian leader Thomas Clark Luby to prison. Keating was arrested in 1866 and sentenced to life.


Thomas Delaney. Delaney was a guardsman in the 5th Dragoons. He was arrested and sentenced on 24 August 1866 to ten years penal servitude.


Key members of the whaling community


Captain George S. Anthony. Thirty-three years old in 1876. Captain of the Catalpa, sailing out of New Bedford, Massachusetts.


Samuel Smith. Twenty-nine years old in 1876, First Mate, Catalpa.


Henry C. Hathaway. Born in 1842. Fought with the Union Army during the Civil War. Third Mate on the Gazelle.


Key members of the Western Australian convict establishment


Sir William Cleaver Robinson. Governor of the Colony of Western Australia. The son of an Admiral, he was born and raised in Ireland and attended the Royal Navy School in Surrey. In 1855, at 21 years of age, the tall but slight lad with a distinct intellectual bearing – his passion was for music, not sports – joined the colonial service as a private secretary, going on to serve as Governor of the Falkland Islands (1866–70), Prince Edward Island (1870–73) and Leeward Islands (1874), before taking up the Governorship of Western Australia in January 1875.


William Robert Fauntleroy. Acting Governor of Fremantle Prison. Arrived in Fremantle in 1852 with his father, before joining the convict service in 1854, first as chief clerk to the registrar, then rising through the ranks all the way to Acting Comptroller-General, essentially Acting Governor, by 1872.


Joseph Doonan. Superintendent of Fremantle Prison. Promoted up from the ranks for his ‘sound judgment, industry and high principles’3 and because his superior thought of him as ‘the most trustworthy and deserving subordinate officer of this service and as to education, manners and conduct I think him well qualified to take charge of any convict prison or depot . . .’4 After a long period as Assistant Head Warden, he took over the top job in 1875.


Francis Lindsey. The Gatekeeper, responsible for everybody who passed in or out of the gates of Fremantle Prison.


Father Patrick McCabe. The Irish-born Roman Catholic was a roving priest for the areas south of Perth, all the way to Bunbury, in the latter part of the 1860s. He kept a particular eye out for the convicts, with whom he got on well. Transferred to Fremantle Prison in 1870.


Major Charles Finnerty. While describing Finnerty as a ‘Colonel Blimp’ character is too harsh, he was given to extremes of emotion, and inclined to take matters into his own hands, seeking immediate justice . . . irrespective of whatever the law might have to say about it.


Superintendent John Stone. Son of the long-time Advocate-General of the Swan River Colony – the highest legal officer in the land – John Stone is himself the rising star of law enforcement in the colony as the Superintendent of Fremantle’s Water Police. Honest. Proper. Courageous. Conservative.


Thomas Booler. Fifty years old in 1876. Assistant Warder at Fremantle Prison.


Warder Albert Liddelow. Thirty-six years old in 1876. A 10-year veteran of the Western Australian Convict Service, he had been with The Establishment for two years.





PROLOGUE



RISINGS AND FAILINGS




Fenianism seemed to have sprung out of the very soil of Ireland itself. Its leaders were not men of high position, or distinguished name, or proved ability. They were not of aristocratic birth; they were not orators; they were not powerful writers. It was ingeniously arranged on a system by which all authority converged towards one centre, and those farthest away from the seat of direction knew proportionately less and less about the nature of the plans. They had to obey instructions only, and it was hoped that by this means weak or doubtful men would not have it in their power prematurely to reveal, to betray, or to thwart the purposes of their leaders.1


Zephaniah W. Pease, The Catalpa Expedition, 1897


Imagine a nation the two-thirds of whose revenues are spent out of it, and who are not permitted to trade with the other third, and where the pride of the women will not suffer them to wear their own manufactures even where they excel what come from abroad: This is the true state of Ireland in a very few words. These evils operate every day, and the kingdom is absolutely undone, as I have been telling it often in print these ten years past.2


Jonathan Swift, Letter to Alexander Pope, 11 August 1729


There are many noble traits in the Irish character, mixed with failings which have always raised obstacles to their own well-being; but an innate love of justice, and an indomitable hatred of oppression, is like a gem upon the front of our nation, which no darkness can obscure.3


The Bishop of Kildare and Leighlin, Dr James Doyle, quoted in the House of Lords, 15 December 1831






Ó, daoine, mo dhaoine, in iúl dúinn



Oh people, my people, let us talk.


Now is the time to tell a remarkable tale of our ancestors long gone from this earth, Irish patriots who dared to dream dangerous dreams, who fought nobly for our country against overwhelming odds, who never gave up even when hurled into the darkest tombs long forgotten at the edge of the world.


This is a story about our own fair Ireland.


There are no strangers in this story, only family and friends we will never get to meet.4


Is é ár scéal é. Scéal Éireannach.


It is our story. An Irish story.


All ready? Good then . . . tús a chur le do thoil! Let’s start . . .


•


It is 1798, and revolution is in the air.


Liberation from your oppressors, independence to run your own affairs, the sweet taste of freedom, all are possible through revolution!


Look to the American War of Independence beginning in 1775. Look to the French Revolution of 1789. Both tumults have freed their peoples from those who would do them down.


But in terms of oppression, could either America or France come close to Ireland? For we, friends, have been under the English boot for over six centuries!


As is written on our green fields in the blood of our ancestors, it was the English troops of Henry II who first came here in 1171, to steal our land, force themselves on our women, and commit outrage upon the soul of our sovereignty. Centuries of oppression followed, punctuated by regular Risings of us Irish, always looking for The Rising, the one that would finally throw them out for good.


It got particularly bad during the reign of Henry VIII, in the first half of the 16th century, and even worse during the horrifying reign of Queen Elizabeth I, for the last half of that same century, but still we had seen nothing yet.


For never was it worse than when the newly minted English ‘Lord Protector’ Oliver Cromwell unleashed his forces.


‘The English people were under the iron heel of the Dictator . . .’ runs one historical Irish account.




This time the work of devastation was complete; fire and sword had sway unlimited; lands were laid waste; homesteads pillaged, and, in the name of God, the followers of Cromwell possessed themselves of Irish maids, and lands and gold, and made her rich soil richer still with the blood of her slaughtered sons. This time she is not only dead but buried. Before, like the son of the widow of Nain, she had arisen from the bed of death. This time she is entombed. But even from out the grave, dug by the swords of merciless soldiery, she once more emerges; the stone is rolled away for her resurrection, and she stands again to battle for her nationality. She protests once more against England’s rule and England’s Lord Protector, and fights with a broken sword against William [of Orange] and his hireling soldiery. This time she is not beaten, but she capitulates, and the treaty of Limerick is signed.5





Under the terms of the treaty, signed in 1691, we Irish agreed to lay down our arms, in return for being free to pursue our Catholic faith. (In addition, a majority of those Irish soldiers and patriots who had fought the King’s army chose to leave for France, an exodus that became known in Irish lore as The Flight of the Wild Geese.)


Alas, betrayal once more.


Only a few years later the newly constituted Irish Parliament passed ‘penal laws’, which unleashed a new terror upon the land, aimed directly at the Papists.




Catholics were excluded from every profession except the medical, and from all official stations without exception.


Catholic children could only be educated by Protestant teachers at home, and it was an offence to send them abroad for education.


Catholics were forbidden to exercise trade or commerce in any corporate town.


Catholics were legally disqualified from holding leases of land for a longer tenure than 31 years, and also disqualified from inheriting the lands of Protestant relatives.


A Catholic could not legally possess a horse of greater value than five pounds, and any true Protestant meeting a Catholic with a horse worth 50 or 60 pounds might lay down the legal price of five, unhorse the idolater, and ride away.


A Catholic child, turning Protestant, could sue his parents for maintenance, to be determined by a Protestant Court of Chancery.


A Catholic’s eldest son turning Protestant reduced his father to a tenant-for-life, the reversion to the convert.


A Catholic priest could not celebrate mass under severe penalties; but he who recanted was secured a stipend by law.6





And it wasn’t just the Catholics. The Presbyterians in Ireland were excluded, too. Only the Anglicans could sit in Parliament, and the good God above knows the Anglicans in Ireland were all English settlers or Irish snakes; you only had to chop off their head and before your very eyes two would grow back. We Irish became wary, and it would be another hundred years before next we managed a Rising. Which brings us to 1798, when, by the light of the moon, with our pikes in hand, we rise, oh, how we rise!




Murmurs rang along the valley,


To the banshee’s lonely croon,


And a thousand pikes were flashing,


By the rising of the moon.7





We are the revolutionary United Irishmen and we have such visionaries as Wolfe Tone to lead us. As he would say, we rebels are here ‘to unite Catholic, Protestant and Dissenter under the common name of Irishman’,8 and against our common foe, the English.


Our rebellion lasts from 24 May to 12 October, as thousands of us attack the British wherever we find them.


In County Wexford, in the famed battle of Vinegar Hill, on 21 June 1798, some 20,000 of us clash with the same number of heavily armed British troops and acquit ourselves superbly. True, we rebels lose the battle, but the way we wield our mere pikes against the artillery and rifles of the occupiers is impressive.


‘I could never have believed,’ says our chief antagonist, Lord Castlereagh, the Chief Secretary of Ireland, ‘that untrained peasants could have fought so well.’9


In the end, however, in both that battle, and this Rising as a whole, we have no hope against so many well-trained troops, and our rebellion is quelled, with the lives of a staggering 1500 Irish patriots lost.


Our great leader Wolfe Tone, who will become known as the Father of Irish Republicanism, is captured, brought before a court martial where he pleads guilty, and is sentenced to death.


But his defiant message from the dock – the only dais allowed to us Irish – will not be forgotten by those who fought under him, particularly the Catholics, for whom he fought so hard: ‘From my earliest youth I have regarded the connection between Great Britain and Ireland as the curse of the Irish nation, and felt convinced that, whilst it lasted, this country could never be free nor happy . . .’10


Wolfe Tone died before his hanging date – the story has two sides. One says Tone cut his own throat, the other says British soldiers tortured and mortally wounded him. Either way, our great leader, ally of Napoleon and Republican France, is gone.


Can things possibly get worse you ask?


Tá, mo ghrá. Decidedly, yes.


Two years after The Rising, our Irish Parliament, still firmly controlled by the Anglican English, passes the Acts of Union and abolishes itself. Ireland is now ruled by the English Parliament alone, albeit with Irish representatives – so long as they are Protestant. A series of laws are passed which ensure that Ireland cannot compete with England in terms of trade, which sees the wealth of the Emerald Isle flow east across the Irish Sea as never before, as our country grows ever poorer, and England ever more wealthy. Land-owning? No. Most of the Irish farmers, whose land had been in their families for generations, are now mere tenants to unscrupulous English landlords, and the only way they can meet their rent is to sell most of their produce to English markets at fixed low prices.


Though the ‘Emmett Rising’ in 1803 tries to put a stop to it, and seize our sovereignty once more, it is as it was in 1798, and as many Irish fear it forever will be – a complete English victory.


The years pass, and it gets worse. By the 1820s, hunger has gripped our people and simply will not let go.


We still have a skerrick of support in the English Parliament, however, and some decency.


In 1822, William Cobbett puts it well: ‘Money, it seems, is wanted in Ireland . . . The food is there, but those who have it in their possession will not give it without the money. And we know that the food is there; for since this famine has been declared in Parliament, thousands of quarters of corn have been imported every week from Ireland to England.’11


We Irish are starving. Writers and journalists echo Jonathan Swift’s ‘modest proposal’12 of a century earlier – that the English would sooner support us eating our own babies than share the spoils of Irish labour and land with the Irish people.


‘It is true,’ Swift had written, balancing satire with pathos, ‘a child just dropt from its dam, may be supported by her milk, for a solar year, with little other nourishment: at most not above the value of two shillings, which the mother may certainly get, or the value in scraps, by her lawful occupation of begging; and it is exactly at one year old that I propose to provide for them in such a manner, as, instead of being a charge upon their parents, or the parish, or wanting food and raiment for the rest of their lives, they shall, on the contrary, contribute to the feeding, and partly to the cloathing of many thousands.’13


Repeal the Acts of Union then?


Of course.


But Daniel O’Connell, the leader of the National Repeal Association which arises in the 1830s, is insistent in the constant public meetings he presides over.


‘No amount of human liberty,’ he says, ‘is worth the shedding of a single drop of human blood.’14


He is a pacifist, and one of the climactic moments of his stump speech is to say to the crowds at the repeal meetings:


‘If I want you to meet me at such a time, will you answer my call?’


The answer is always yes. Tá!


But if, perchance, someone in the crowd shouts back, ‘Will we bring our pikes, sir?’


The answer is always no. Uimh.


For, remember.


‘Gan titim fola.’ No drop of blood . . .


And so there is no repeal, no liberation, and the troubles go on.


In short, it is the best of land and the worst of times.15


No matter that Ireland remains one of the most beautiful, and certainly the greenest, islands in the world. No matter that our people are industrious, clever, resilient and tend to good cheer despite always being in the face of manifest tragedy.


By the mid-1840s, our impoverishment and famine starts to kill us in our thousands, then tens of thousands.


And it is no matter that by this time we have had no fewer than 15 failed Risings since the 1500s, all seeking a return of our sovereignty. For while the famous aphorism that ‘an army marches on its stomach’ still holds, in this case an army starts to form for lack of things to put in our stomachs.


Two years of heavy rain in the mid-1840s, almost without cessation, see a potato blight take terrible hold. Green fields that had once provided the vegetable in such quantity that the people could eat potato for breakfast, lunch and dinner – and did so – become nothing but stinking black messes of mud and mouldy spuds. Without potatoes, our people now begin to starve in the hundreds of thousands, even as we continue to export food to England!


It becomes so bad that just about the entire class of common labourers known as cottiers are wiped out, with estimates of 750,000 dead. In the late 1840s, a Dublin barrister records that while doing his rounds he frequently comes across children, who are ‘almost naked, hair standing on end, eyes sunken, lips pallid, protruding bones of little joints visible’.16


In a village just outside of the capital, a woman has been driven mad with hunger and eaten parts of her own dead children – Dr Swift is turning in his grave, to be sure – while other people manage to just stay alive by killing and eating the dogs which had been feeding off dead bodies. An infant is found trying to suck milk from her mother, who has herself died of hunger.


In the village of Greenhills in County Kildare, a 14-year-old boy, James Devoy, lies dead in his bed, with his brother John howling over the lifeless corpse, his knees swollen and bleeding from hours spent kneeling, praying for his brother’s soul. John’s knees were barely healed when he refused to sing ‘God Save the Queen’ at his school’s morning assembly. The Superintendent was called for.


‘Sing, sir!’17 he commands the boy.


John trembles in defiant silence.


Crack! The Superintendent brings a piece of slate down on young John’s skull.


‘I vowed,’ the lad would later recount, ‘that when I grew big enough I would lick him . . .’18


In the meantime, when he returns to school a few days later, the Superintendent is waiting once more, this time with a cane. But the young Irish lad won’t have it. He rams the master’s thighs, he kicks his shins, he throws him off balance and . . . is summarily expelled. It is his first taste of rebellion, certainly not his last. Remember the name of John Devoy, my friends, for he is a remarkable Irishman who we shall meet again in this tale.


On a farm in County Down, a 16-year-old lad by the name of Séamus McNally survives starvation, in extremis, but vows never to forget who and what has done this to him, his family and his country – the British occupiers. And of course, there are other characters in our story who lived through the great hunger . . .


Down in County Cavan, another 16-year-old by the name of James Reynolds – equally devastated by the death and starvation all around – manages to scrape together the price of a ticket and escapes to America to start again.


In County Cork a young fellow by the name of Jeremiah O’Donovan Rossa sees his idyllic childhood torn asunder, and his family, with five others, must flee to America. ‘Five or six other families were going away,’ he would ever after recount, ‘and there were five or six cars to carry them and all they could carry with them, to the cove of Cork. The cry of the weeping and wailing of that day rings in my ears still.’19


They are just a handful of an estimated 1.5 million Irish who emigrate at this time, many to the New World, forming a diaspora unlike any the world has ever seen.


Those who remain must suffer as the famine goes on to kill more than one million Irish, about a third of the population.20


For the large Breslin family, living in the ancient town of Drogheda, it deepens their already avowed nationalism, and they become determined to do all it takes to throw off the shackles of their occupiers once and for all.


Meanwhile there appears to be no sympathy from England.


It will become part of legend that at the height of the famine, the London Times gloats: ‘They are going! They are going! The Irish are going with a vengeance! Soon a Celt will be as rare in Ireland as a red Indian on the shores of Manhattan!’21


Either way, there is no doubt that the land’s English rulers really do sit on their hands and do nothing while people die.


For while the grip of starvation has taken a grim hold, the political grip of England is stronger still. Even when violent protests break out over ongoing corn exports, the British Government sends in 2000 armed troops to quell them.


Protests are not allowed, and sympathy is officially frowned upon. For the famine, in the view of Charles Trevelyan, the head of the UK Treasury, is simply a ‘mechanism for reducing surplus population’.22


As to the cause? There is no doubt.


‘The judgement of God sent the calamity to teach the Irish a lesson,’ he writes, ‘and that calamity must not be too much mitigated . . . The real evil with which we have to contend is not the physical evil of the Famine, but the moral evil of the selfish, perverse and turbulent character of the people.’23


One of our great Irish revolutionary leaders, John Mitchel, disagrees.


‘The Almighty, indeed, sent the potato blight, but the English created the famine.’24


A master of the quill – he can make words dance, or march, as he likes – Mitchel would go on, recounting of the famine, ‘I could see, in front of the cottages, little children leaning against a fence when the sun shone out for they could not stand, their limbs fleshless, their bodies half-naked, their faces bloated yet wrinkled, and of a pale, greenish hue . . . I saw Trevelyan’s claw in the vitals of those children: his red tape would draw them to death: in his government laboratory he had prepared for them the typhus poison.’25


Many of the Irish at home and abroad will never forgive Trevelyan’s actions, nor other British outrages, and the momentum of a violent separatist movement committed to Ireland establishing Home Rule, free from the British, begins to gather weight . . .


In the stately home of Tenakill, in the village of Raheen, Queen’s County, right in the heart of fiercely Catholic Ireland, a 42-year-old man by the name of Fintan Lalor is in the thick of the struggle for the people’s rights from the beginning. Like many in the newly created ‘Young Ireland’ movement, which he is one of the leaders of, he has a rage within him that drives him away from peaceful resolution towards bloody revolution.


To that end, he continually displays his eloquence and courage for the cause in the public domain, speaking at meetings and writing to journals, while also doing more clandestine work away from the gaze of the authorities. Inspiring passion in others is where he excels.


He publishes a thundering editorial in the Irish Felon, on 1 July 1848, addressed directly to the British Government:




We hold the present existing government of this island, and all existing rights of property in our soil, to be mere usurpation and tyranny, and to be null and void as of moral effect; and our purpose is to abolish them utterly, or lose our lives in the attempt. The right founded on conquest and affirmed by laws made by the conquerors themselves, we regard as no other than the right of the robber on a larger scale. We owe no obedience to laws enacted by another nation without our assent; nor respect to assumed rights of property which are starving and exterminating our people . . .26





Lalor is far from alone in his outrage as our people begin to rise once more. Pikes are sharpened. What arms we can secure are oiled and hidden, ready for action. Quietly, revolutionary groups are formed across the country, ready for the next Rising.


A group of revolutionary leaders arise to support Fintan Lalor and John Mitchel – who London’s Punch magazine now portrays as an Irish monkey challenging the Great British Lion27 – their numbers including William Smith O’Brien, Thomas Francis Meagher and John Blake Dillon, who move around the country, from parish to parish, preaching sedition, asking the people to ready themselves.


And the English prepare in turn. Fresh troops arrive from England. Artillerymen with enormous cannon make their way from the docks down Dublin’s main thoroughfare, Sackville Street.


In London, in the so-called Parliament of the United Kingdom of Great Britain and Ireland, an Act is passed, dictating ‘that anyone who should levy war against the Queen, or endeavour to deprive her of her title, or by open or advised speaking, printing, or publishing, incite others to the same, should be deemed guilty of felony . . .’28


But, as has been always the way, we Irish are never so strong, so impassioned, so unbending, as when we have the British bayonets to our bellies and our backs to the wall. Things are building to a climax, and who better than Fintan Lalor himself to provide the literary spark?


‘We have determined,’ he writes in the Irish Felon on 1 July 1848, ‘to set about creating, as speedily as possible a military organisation . . .’29


Yes, that’s it. The way to overcome the English must be by means of an actual military unit, designed with discipline, trained to perfection. For Ireland, Lalor writes, must ‘close for our final struggle with England’, to ensure that she could be, ‘Ireland her own, and all therein, from the sod to the sky . . . without suit or service, faith or fealty, rent or render, to any power under Heaven.’30


And even then, he is really only warming up.


‘Remember this,’ he famously wrote in another article for the Irish Felon three weeks later, his words strong enough to echo through the ages, ‘that somewhere, somehow, and by somebody, a beginning must be made . . .’31


‘Who strikes the first blow for Ireland? Who draws first blood for Ireland? Who wins a wreath that will be green for ever?’32


Less than a week after publishing that last diatribe, brave Fintan Lalor is arrested and thrown into prison. Though he dies soon afterwards, his work goes on.


For the answer to Lalor’s question, as to who would strike the first blow for Ireland, is emerging at the very time he pens the words . . .


His name is James Stephens and he hails from the green hills of Kilkenny. Fire is in his blood.


In his first public speech, on 25 July 1848 – just three days after Fintan Lalor had posed the question – the 23-year-old firebrand member of the Young Ireland movement, spurred on by the revolutions taking place on the Continent this very year, promotes armed insurrection as the only solution, calling on the peasants to take up arms and confront, ‘the perils and the honours of a righteous war’.33


With the British moving to crush the building Rising by arresting leaders and calling on all Young Ireland rebels to hand in their weapons, Stephens’ instinct is Shakespearean in scope. He really does want all of the peasantry ‘to take arms against a sea of troubles, and by opposing end them’.34


From the stage in his native Kilkenny – he knows these people as his friends and neighbours, and they know him as the remarkably intelligent son of a fine family – he urges the people to join him.


‘Friends,’ he thunders, his left eye curiously closing as if taking aim along some unseen rifle, ‘you are called upon by a proclamation of the British Executive to surrender such arms as you may have in your possession, and you are threatened with all the pains and penalties of the law from retaining them after tomorrow’s sunset. Now, my deliberate advice to you is this. Treasure your arms as you would the apples of your eyes, and bury them safely with the hope of a happy resurrection.’35


There is something about Stephens’ passion, his glittering eyes, his confidence that not only will the battle be fought, but that it will be won, which makes his words compelling.


He is a man who may strike the first blow for Ireland . . . but not yet.


For when The Rising comes, just four days after his speech, a nationalist revolt led by William Smith O’Brien against English rule, it does not go as planned.


A clue to just how small scale the failed last stand of the Young Irelanders in the Tipperary village of Ballingarry was is provided by the name the disparaging British press gave it: ‘The Battle of Widow McCormack’s Cabbage Patch’ – referring to the small plot of land where the clash took place.


Smith O’Brien’s hopes that the Irish peasantry would rise with them prove misguided. For the Irish peasants, now in the third year of the famine, less urgent than supporting the nationalists is feeding their families.


That night, young James Stephens finds himself on the run, along with the likes of John O’Mahony, Michael Doheny and Terence Bellew MacManus – as British police and soldiers search up hill and down dale for them.


Stephens, clever as he is, hires a cart from a sympathiser and returns to his own newly established nest. For in his previous travels, Stephens ‘had encountered in Tipperary a young lady whose bright eyes had made sad havoc with the heart of the youthful patriot’.36 (Every good tale has a little romance.) Her name is Jane Hopper, and Stephens is as smitten with her as she is with him.


After spending a few delightful days in her company, being succoured, nursed and fed – such pleasant respite for a wounded outlaw at the prospective in-laws’ – Stephens becomes known to a nosey local magistrate and he is forced to move on.


Eventually, after weeks of secretive dilly-dallying about the lush Comeragh mountains, Stephens is able to make his escape in an extraordinary manner, first dressed as the maid of a well-born lady and famous poetess of the day, Mrs Downing – his gentle, youthful features are perfect for the part – he travels to London before heading to Paris.


And where better for a young revolutionary?




Bliss was it in that dawn to be alive,


But to be young was very heaven!37





The world’s cradle of revolutionary thought, Paris proves to be the perfect place for a rising rebel like Stephens to grow his budding ideas, to refine his craft over coming years, studying and planning, supping from the font of European republicanism, while barely feeding himself by teaching English. The fact he is joined by two other rebels from the battle at Mrs McCormack’s cabbage patch – the shrewd yet prickly barrister, Michael Doheny, and the suave Irish scholar, John O’Mahony – at least makes his exile easier to bear in the first instance.


In the early 1850s, Doheny and O’Mahony make for New York with loose promises to stay in touch about all matters revolutionary, while Stephens stays . . . plotting, honing his best-laid plan with a rare dedication, waiting for a time to return to his homeland and begin its execution. In his leisure hours, he enjoys the society around him.


‘I became,’ Stephens would recount, ‘the intimate friend of three men whose names were famous throughout France: Beranger, the great French poet and ballad writer; Alexander Dumas the elder, author of The Count of Monte Cristo, and Colonel Miles Byrne, a retired officer of the French army.’38


It is no less than Dumas who introduces him to a Parisian publisher who accepts the Irishman’s proposal to translate the masterpieces of Charles Dickens’ – Nicholas Nickleby, David Copperfield and Martin Chuzzlewit – into French, for the princely sum of 5000 francs per volume, to supplement the income he earns by teaching.


But as well as teaching and translating, he learns.


Stephens no longer believes that peasants armed with pikes, no matter their numbers, would ever be a match for the trained and well-armed soldiers of the British Army. No, the Irish must organise, they need trained soldiers of their own, they need arms, and he is already nurturing some ideas as to how that might be accomplished.


How had the Europeans and Americans done it, in their revolutions? By secret societies? By infiltrating every level of government and the army with their own people, who could then conspire to bring that government down, and turn the army to their side? The Carbonari movement in Italy and Mazzini’s Young Italy certainly thrived on secrecy.


For, yes, Stephens becomes ever more convinced: they must assemble an army of their own!


Stephens’ ideas begin to germinate, to the point that he decides, after seven years in Paris, the time is right to return to Ireland.


‘I was irresistibly attracted towards revolutionary politics,’ he will note at the end of seven years’ exile. ‘I hated the sedentary life of the littérateur, and my desk appeared as an instrument of torture. I passionately longed for work – to do something for the welfare of the race in whose defence I risked my career, and for whose interests I should be proud to die . . . At last, not able to resist its powers any longer, I gave it free rein, and left Paris towards the close of 1855.’39


So it is that in 1856, Stephens returns to his homeland, hauls a knapsack over his shoulders, takes a staff in hand and begins an odyssey of 3000 miles, going from door to door around the Emerald Isle.


Disguised variously as a beggar and priest, he talks to all who will lend him an ear – friends, countrymen, the veterans of ’48, common folk, farmers, tradesmen, scholars, sailors and soldiers – planting the seeds of his grand project. In the process, he attracts the Irish nickname of Seabhach Siulach (‘Mr Shooks’), which means the Wandering Hawk, and when the Hawk comes into land, he never misses his mark. In his mesmerising tones, his well-turned and seductive phrases, he massages their sympathy for the cause – a free Ireland, independent of British rule! – and then proposes the way forward. We need to have a secret society, a brotherhood of revolutionary republicans readying for a Rising, with our members embedded in every part of the country, threaded through all her institutions, including – most importantly of all – in Her Majesty’s armed forces. But it is not enough for the people to join, they need to encourage others to join and do it in a manner where the secret will be kept.


And so he keeps going, travelling throughout the country for over a year, a wandering minstrel of mayhem to come. Yes, his feet blister, and his muscles ache, but onwards he marches in the name of fair Erin, powered by the idea that she could at last be free if only her people are properly organised. And with every mile travelled the idea actually starts to crystallise into what will become one of the largest secret military societies the world has ever known – the Irish Republican Brotherhood.


At its head, James Stephens, who gives himself the title of ‘Provisional Dictator’ to affirm that he has absolute authority over the enterprise. He equally insists that to take his place among the ranks of the Brotherhood, a man must take an oath. So let’s get started. On this night of Saint Patrick’s Day of 1858, in a home in Dublin, James Stephens has his friend and fellow firebrand patriot Thomas Clarke Luby place his hand on the Bible, and repeat after him the sacred words they have worked out.


‘I, Thomas Clarke Luby, do solemnly swear, in the presence of Almighty God, that I will do my utmost, at every risk, while life lasts, to make Ireland an Independent Democratic Republic; that I will yield implicit obedience, in all things not contrary to the Law of God, to the commands of my superior officers, and that I shall preserve inviolable secrecy regarding all transactions of this Secret Society that may be confided in me. So help me God! Amen.’40


Others quickly follow, swearing their own oath, bursting with pride and hope, certain that they are part of a great moment in history, and all because of the leadership of one great man.


‘At this time,’ one of those present, the patriotic Joseph Denieffe, would later recall, ‘Stephens was at the highest notch in my estimation. He was grand. I would undertake anything for him. He seemed to have me under a spell. He was the only practical man I had met in the Movement up to that time. There was earnestness in his every move. He was abstemious, frugal – in fact, in adversity his greatest qualities were shown to perfection. He was all that could be desired as a leader.’41


And how does Stephens plan to swear in more men, beyond his considerable charisma? Each new oath-bound member is appointed as an ‘A’, or a ‘Centre’, also known as a ‘Lieutenant’. He is given permission from Stephens to recruit nine ‘B’s, to be known as Captains. The ‘B’s then are given permission from their Centre to recruit nine ‘C’s, or Sergeants. Each ‘C’ can recruit nine ‘D’s, to be known as Privates. To preserve secrecy, Stephens insists that his strict instructions must be ruthlessly adhered to: each recruited member can only know his superior officer and the men in their own secret cell. This cell, consisting of a Centre/Lieutenant/‘A’ at the top and going down through the ranks to the Privates/‘D’s, is called a ‘circle’. According to this arrangement, every circle consisted of one ‘A’, nine ‘B’s, 81 ‘C’s and 729 ‘D’s, to make 820 members in all – in three dimensions, it looks a lot like a cone.


By sheer force of Stephens’ energy, inspiration and powers of persuasion the IRB begins to take shape, with an expanding network of circles all in orbit around their shining sun, one man – him.


Stephens’ men move through the countryside for years, swearing ever more ‘Centres’. Most crucially they start the delicate work of recruiting and swearing in Irish soldiers serving in British Army regiments stationed in Ireland. In many ways it is not as difficult as they feared, as so many of the soldiers have only taken the English shilling to feed their families, but are as passionate for the cause of Ireland as they had been in their teens, when they had seen their families die of famine and suffer from eviction. A chance to strike back, right at the English heart? Yes!


Some new recruits know Stephens personally, but he is never referred to by name. He is the ‘Head Centre’ in Ireland, or simply ‘The Captain’, and merely the invocation of his name, saying ‘The Captain desires . . .’ is enough to see it done. The shadowy fame of ‘The Captain’ grows, as does the power of the IRB.


And the most wonderful thing is that they are not alone. In America – the most obvious destination for those needing an English-speaking republic to go to, a country that had already so famously and fabulously broken free of English rule – the Irish diaspora forms its own society under the leadership of Stephens’ old friends John O’Mahony and Michael Doheny. It is called the Fenian Brotherhood, with the word Fenian coming from very deep Irish roots – an ancient and fabled warrior and huntsmen clan, skilled in poetry, which flourished in the 3rd century AD, much celebrated in tales and ballads in Irish literature.


The broad plan is for the Irish–Americans to send money, men and munitions to the IRB in Ireland, in preparation for The Rising.


But even the best-laid plans have a way of going awry, and the British soon get wind of some kind of secret plot involving a secret society and a secretive personage known as ‘Shooks’. They even arrest and indict 14 young men on treason felony – including a notably charismatic young patriot by the name of Jeremiah O’Donovan Rossa. The English press is soon publishing the name of this fiendish force, with a handle which becomes generic: The Fenians.


In America further difficulty is encountered by the outbreak of the Civil War, with many Irish–Americans joining that fight instead of going to Ireland as promised.


And yet if it might seem to the British that the Fenians are in retreat, there is no denying the significance of what occurs in the final months of 1862, when, in another grand tradition of Irish politics, there is a grand funeral. It is Terence Bellew MacManus, the incarcerated veteran of ’48 who had made a remarkable escape from the island prison of Van Diemen’s Land to San Francisco, where long years of imprisonment caught up in cruel fashion on his health, and had finally taken his life. This son of the shamrock, this patriot tried and true, is returning in a coffin to the land that bore him, to rest in honour for eternity, and ‘the Captain’ gives the word to his circles. Greet him, as he deserves. And so they do. From all over Ireland, they come. Sixty thousand roaring supporters line the streets of Cork, hats off and applauding, as the cortege passes on its way. At every station between Cork and Dublin, thousands more gather to pay their respects, and by the time the coffin gets to Dublin, there are 30,000 people in the cortege, and 150,000 along the streets, as it makes its way to Glasnevin Cemetery. As it ever has been, and as it ever will be, nothing ignites Irish passion more than gathering around the coffin of a dead patriot.


So powerful is this show of strength that many wonder: is now the time for The Rising? Why not take to arms immediately, harness the popular emotion, and throw the British over?


But the Captain says no.


He insists: we must have more trained men and more arms. We must wait. And we must get the people as a whole behind us more. It is with this in mind that, at Stephens’ behest, by 1863, the IRB have their own weekly newspaper, The Irish People, to push the republican cause to those souls it is named for, while also providing a source of revenue. Operating in Parliament Street, just a stone’s throw from Dublin Castle, it soon sells 15,000 copies with every issue, of which 5000 are sold in the United States.


A bonus for the movement is that the office of the newspaper also serves as a quasi administrative headquarters, with sensitive lists as to Centres, members, finances and the like kept under lock and key.


With The Irish People running along, James Stephens marries Jane Hopper, his fair colleen from down Tipperary way, and returns to his first love, revolution. For the Fenians are gathering momentum, their circles of civilians and Irish soldiers from within British Army regiments continue to grow.


Among Stephens’ prize recruits is none other than John Devoy, the young lad who, back in the day, had watched his brother die, and afterwards refused to sing ‘God Save the Queen’ at school. After this childhood run-in with all matters monarchy, Devoy’s fiercely patriotic parents had sent him to a specially convened school in Dublin, where the true story of Ireland had been taught, and the infamy of England’s role in it over the centuries. And now he is a strapping 22-year-old with an unusually thick set of black whiskers so committed to the cause he has just returned from a stint with the French Foreign Legion which he had specifically joined so as to learn military tactics and toughen himself for The Rising.


On one occasion, the great Irish seer Eugene O’Curry himself had placed his hand on young John’s head and said, ‘This will be a leader of the Gael who will speak in the tongue of the Gael.’42


Speaking in fluent Gaelic – the ancient Irish language, for whom perhaps the most celebrated phrase is ‘Erin go Bragh!’ Ireland forever! – is just one of Devoy’s many skills.


Quietly spoken, but fearless, and with a very forceful personality, he possesses precisely the kind of initiative that Stephens wants to see, and the Captain is not long in making Devoy a Centre.


While Devoy does brilliantly from the first, swearing in dozens more in just his first couple of months in the role, even he can’t compare to the 23-year-old Private Thomas Hassett of the British 24th Foot Regiment, based in Dublin, who has no sooner taken the oath, becoming a Centre, than he swears in 270 members of his regiment to the cause.


Others, like the inseparable Private Martin Hogan and Private James Wilson of the 5th Dragoons, work in tandem – first signing up their immediate circle of friends to the wider circle of Fenians, and expanding from there. Wilson is the young lad Séamus McNally, who had nearly starved to death as a 16-year-old in County Down. He’d assumed an English name to enlist and now applies himself to revolution with particular passion, eager to avenge all those of his family and friends he had seen die of starvation. His friend Martin Hogan is the unofficial swordsman supreme of the British Army, capable of cutting an iron bar hanging from a barrack-room ceiling with a single mighty blow.


Clearly, he has taken at least one mighty blow himself, as attested by the huge scar on his left cheek. Still, as deep as the scar is – courtesy of an Afghani’s scimitar during his service there – Hogan never fails to point out to those who stare a little too long at its cruel contours that they should see the other fellow!


Another convert is the upright, freckly, red-headed Thomas Darragh. A 30-year-old decorated Sergeant Major from Wicklow, with the 2nd Queen’s Royal Regiment, based in Cork, he is a man who has spent so long in the saddle as a cavalryman that he walks bow-legged. Now, rare for a Fenian, Darragh is not only a Protestant but even a former Orangeman – that body of Protestant Irish most passionately devoted to Ireland’s membership of Great Britain – who has so heartily embraced the cause to which the Orangemen are most heartily opposed, an independent Ireland, that he was even sworn in on a Catholic prayer-book.


Yes, some things are even more important than religion. Just don’t tell that to the parish priest.


But I digress. We must move on; the tale is barely begun.


Excitement among the Fenians grows. And when the American Civil War ends in April 1865, O’Mahony sends word that many trained soldiers could now join the fight at home. Some 75,000 Irish-born had served in the Union army.


The Captain feels ready.


All is falling into place for The Rising.


‘The organization in Ireland,’ John Devoy would recall, ‘had a very busy time owing to Stephens’ announcement that “next year” is the year of action. All sorts of preparations were going on, except the essential one of procuring arms. That was ignored, on account of “The Captain’s” assurance that we’d get all we wanted from America. Pike-making was the only kind of arming thought of . . . Country blacksmiths made many and Stephens established a pike-making factory in Dublin.’43


The Irish People publishes weekly thunderous editorials which maintain the fiction that ‘Fenianism’ is exclusively American, but everyone understands the point. The paper is making clarion calls to the people themselves. Beyond everything else, they notice ever more Irish–Americans on the streets of Dublin, men with a pronounced military strut. There is the air of something angry building.


Again the British authorities feel they have to act. Though in a certain measure alarmed at how quickly this so-called ‘Fenianism’ is growing in Ireland – there are disturbing reports they have penetrated every leading town, and every regiment – the British authorities at least have great experience in suppressing insurgencies from native populations around the world and know what to do, which starts with installing spies of their own.


To keep himself and his wife safe, Stephens rents lodgings at Fairfield House, in the coastal Dublin suburb of Sandymount, under assumed names, Mr and Mrs Herbert.


Meanwhile, he sends word to the American Fenians that he has over 54,000 men.


‘And besides this,’ he writes to John O’Mahony, ‘I answer for an additional 15,000 at least. So that we can now rely on an organised power of from 80,000 to 85,000 men.’44


As for military Fenians, John Devoy claims that of the 26,000 men serving in the British Army in Ireland, no fewer than 8000 are Fenians – with another 6000 members from the Irish militia well-drilled and ready to fight, while another 7000 Fenians are in regiments stationed outside Ireland.


Yes, with so much frenetic activity, the only question is how long the likes of Stephens and Luby can stay invisible, how the likes of Devoy can continue to conduct Fenian affairs in public houses unnoticed, how Wilson, Hogan and Darragh will be able to continue converting their fellow soldiers to Fenianism without the British authorities finding out.


It is a question that doesn’t seem to worry the Captain. But it worries young John Devoy.


And this is where our story truly begins.





CHAPTER ONE



A CONSPIRACY OF SILENT SOLDIERS




The Fenians are the grandchildren of the rebels of 1798, and their youth was passed amid the harangues of O’Connell and the conspiracies of Smith O’Brien. When such a population as the Irish have such memories a Government of angels would not content them . . .1


The Times, London, 30 September 1865





 


One day in the summer of 1865, John Devoy is out and about in Dublin, fomenting revolution, going from one Fenian-friendly public house to another, when he comes across eight strapping soldiers of the 5th Dragoon Guards – every single one of them over six feet tall, and all of them his men, Fenians – marching in pairs, behind each other, twirling their light canes as if they were swords, and singing in joyous unison.


As they swing into Castle Street, he recognises the song, nothing less than what has become the Fenian anthem, ‘O’Donnell Abú’, written by Michael Joseph McCann in 1843, in honour of the great Gaelic Irish commander, ‘Red Hugh’ O’Donnell, who led the Nine Years’ War against English rule in the 16th century.




Proudly the note of the trumpet is sounding;


Loudly the war cries arise on the gale;


Fleetly the steed by Lough Swilly is bounding,


To join the thick squadrons on Saimear’s green vale.


On, ev’ry mountaineer,


Strangers to flight or fear,


Rush to the standard of dauntless Red Hugh.


Bonnaught and Gallowglass,


Throng from each mountain pass.


On for old Erin, ‘O’Donnell Abú!’





The soldiers are roaring the words now, clearly revelling in their petty act of sedition by singing such a song openly. But Devoy is alarmed. Again and again he has drilled into them, and all Centres he deals with, that they must value secrecy above all else! And yet, on occasions like this, their Irish joy at actually starting to do something to liberate the nation simply overwhelms them, and they cannot help but show it. Such open rebellion goes against everything the conspirators are trying to achieve.




On with O’Donnell then,


Fight the old fight again,


Sons of Tirconnell,


All valiant and true:


Make the proud Saxon feel


Erin’s avenging steel!


Strike for your country! ‘O’Donnell Abú!2





Devoy hurries after them, hoping for a quiet word when they are not on public display.


Still, the problem arises again, a few weeks later, when, after The Curragh races, he and other soldiers pile into a carriage to take them back to their barracks, and the soldiers start singing the anthem from the 1798 Rising, The Rising of the Moon . . .




Out from many a mud wall cabin,


Eyes were watching through the night,


Many a manly heart was beating,


For the blessed morning light,


Murmurs rang along the valley,


To the banshee’s lonely croon,


And a thousand pikes were flashing,


By the rising of the moon,


By the rising of the moon,


By the rising of the moon,


And a thousand pikes were flashing,


By the rising of the moon.3





Devoy remains alarmed. Just how long can they possibly last, when it will only take one of the men they have approached to inform their superiors, who themselves cannot have failed to notice the increasing identification of the Irish soldiers with the Irish, not the British, cause?


•


By July 1865, the American Fenians are nearly satisfied that their brothers in Ireland are ready for The Rising.


It is known that all 16 Dublin circles are well-drilled, which is a good start. To confirm that the rest is ready, two American emissaries are sent to Dublin to report back. If all is ship-shape, the Americans are prepared to send the final tranche of men, money and munitions.


Still if there is ‘many a slip, ’twixt cup and lip’ so too can there be other misfortunes on the way to revolution, even for those counting on the famed ‘luck of the Irish’ to play in their favour. On this occasion, one of the two emissaries, Patrick J. Meehan, finds himself about to disembark at Kingstown, Dublin, with such important documents that it might be wise to hide them.


Carefully, he pins the documents in his underwear – including a bank draft for 500 pounds, and a letter of introduction – and it is from there that they fall onto the platform of Dublin’s Kingstown Railway Station, unnoticed by him. He strides on, oblivious, until he arrives at the secret meeting place, reaches down his trouser leg to find . . . nothing. Frantically retracing his steps, he finds the same – nothing. Still, after some wild panic, calm is restored. It has likely simply fallen into a gutter and is now lost in the sewer. They pray. The alternative is unthinkable.


The main thing is the emissaries return to New York with such positive reports that from 5 August 1865, John O’Mahony, as Head Centre of the Fenian Brotherhood in America, issues the ‘final call’ and begins sending officers and soldiers over to Ireland.


•


There is something about Pierce Nagle that puts other workers at The Irish People on edge. It might be just his appearance. ‘His lips are thick, the lower lip especially, which apparently from its size hangs and exhibits more of the inner lining than looks pleasing; his eyes have a “cast” to the right side, the right eye being apparently more strained in that direction than the left one . . .’4


Or it could be his manner, with one contemporary noting that ‘his nature was a compound of the worst vices that disgraced mankind. I never touched his hand without an instinctive shudder.’5


Or it might even be the lowness of his position, essentially not much more than an envelope-licker.


Against that, however, there is no doubt about his commitment to the cause. A small example is when, on the point of Dublin’s old Newgate Prison being demolished, it is Nagle who suggests to some of the workers at The Irish People that they go to the prison as a kind of pilgrimage, to pray for the spirit of the great Irish patriot Lord Edward Fitzgerald.


A fine idea!


When they get to the cell where Fitzgerald expired, as one contemporary would recall, ‘Nagle’s emotion seemed to have overpowered him, for he actually burst into tears as he filled his breast pocket with the stray pieces of mortar that had fallen from the dilapidated wall.’6


Late summer 1865, Dublin Castle, trash or treasure?


The luck of the Irish?


It depends which way you look at it.


For Superintendent Daniel Ryan, head of the Detective branch of the Dublin Metropolitan Police, known as G Division – in charge of rooting out the Fenians on behalf of Her Majesty – it is luckier luck than the luckiest four-leaf clover could ever promise.


For a package of documents has just arrived from Kingstown. They’d been handed in at Kingstown Railway Station to Miss Charlotte Mitchell, at the Telegraph Office, who had given them to her manager, who had handed them to a police inspector, who, on this late summer day, takes them straight to Dublin Castle, the bristling high citadel of all British power in Ireland, where Superintendent Ryan now gazes upon them . . .


Goodness gracious! It is a letter introducing two men, Meehan and Dunne, as representatives of the Fenian Brotherhood, ‘with full powers to treat and arrange all existing relations between organisations they represent and the I.R’.7


For the Fenians, it is very bad luck indeed.


Their nemesis, Superintendent Ryan, now has a name. For look who the letter is addressed to . . .




James Stephens, Central Executive of the Irish Republic.8





Superintendent Daniel Ryan poses the obvious question: Could this James Stephens then be the fabled leader of the Fenians, the mysterious ‘Mr Shooks’?


Very possibly!


And it’s not long before that possibility turns to ironclad certainty.


It all fits.


Very quietly, further investigations are conducted, deeper surveillance ordered – spies and informers, wherever they can place them – and plans are made . . .


Nevertheless the Fenian ranks continue to swell.


One star recruit down Limerick way, on the banks of the River Shannon, is John Kelly. He is the new water-bailiff in town, overseeing the fishing laws, and he swiftly becomes known and admired by the local community.


A formidable presence at nearly six feet, he has ‘a decidedly handsome, manly countenance, which was rendered particularly impressive by his lofty, towering bald head’.9


Yes, the piercing gaze from the man’s rather sunken eyes can be a tad disconcerting at first, but that is more than outweighed by his warmth. Why this is a man who can play cards with card-sharps and hold his own, dance a jig or reel with the best of them, sing, court colleens in a manner to make them swoon, and tell stories that will bring the people from near and far just to listen.


‘There was scarcely one in the County Cork, who could dance or sing a song at a birth or a wedding like [John Kelly],’ one account would run, ‘and no one was so popular among the country people.’10


Best of all? He is a notably pious patriot, a devout attendee of the local Mass, who believes the Lord wants Ireland to be free, and it doesn’t take long before he is not only invited to join the local circle of the Fenians, but is soon so prospering that he is promoted progressively from ‘D’ to ‘C’ to ‘B’, before becoming an ‘A’ – a ‘Centre’.


Yes, he is brilliant at convening meetings and conducting training sessions, but he also proves to have an uncanny capacity to evade police. Whenever they organise a raid it is only to find that the said Fenian meeting had been called off. Kelly has saved them again!11


At a meeting of other ‘Centres’, where they refine their plans for The Rising, Kelly is introduced to a young soldier by the name of James Kiely, who confides in him, as a Centre, that ‘my two uncles have two nests of pikes concealed in Dungarvan’.12 Come The Rising, those pikes will be placed in the hands of the peasants. And when they march on the police barracks, those police will have to surrender quickly or, Kiely assures him, their leaders will be ‘disposed of’.13


Of course, it is a danger to talk of such plans to a man he doesn’t know, but Kiely is just a bit like that – both a trusting soul, and so garrulous he will talk to anyone on anything. John Kelly nods encouragingly at his well-developed plans.


•


One day in early September, Superintendent Ryan is handed another letter. And this one . . . is written by James Stephens himself!




This year – and let there be no mistake about it – must be the year of action. I speak with a knowledge and authority to which no other man could pretend; and I repeat, the flag of Ireland – of the Irish Republic – must this year be raised.14





Oh, really?


Under the circumstances, the Superintendent would be most surprised . . .


15 September 1865, Office of The Irish People, Dublin, the hammer comes down


Police!


It’s late at night. The journalists and print-setters have gone home.


Only a startled few are there to see the Dublin police break down The Irish People’s door and storm inside, taking possession of its types and presses and arresting everyone still on the premises.


There will be no more revolution fomented from The Irish People, and after the next day’s edition is sold, it ceases to exist.


Ah, but that is not all. This is only the beginning, the first of many raids designed to bring the Fenians to their knees.


For on this same night, the police also storm into the home of the editor, Thomas Clarke Luby, who – fearing this very thing – is here and now engaged in trying to destroy sensitive documents. He is being helped by another key Fenian, John O’Leary.


Seize those men!


Seize those documents!


It is an enormous breakthrough. But James Stephens remains the one they want. Yes, they must have the head of the snake, and chop it off. If they remove that head, the body will surely die.


•


An hour after the police raid on The Irish People, James Stephens is in a Dublin home with another dozen Fenians – going over plans for The Rising, when there is a furious knocking on the door. It proves to be the breathless book-keeper from The Irish People.


‘May you spare me a few minutes,’ he mutters to the Captain, ‘to deliver a message?’15


The Captain nods, and in hushed, hurried tones, the book-keeper tells him what has happened.


The paper has been stormed, the presses seized. They say Thomas Luby has been arrested, and further documents seized.


The Captain moves quickly. Yes, the book-keeper had wanted privacy as he fears informants, but Stephens trusts his men, and quickly returns to them to relay the news. There is a shocked reaction around the room.


The Irish People? Raided? Everyone arrested?


A man slinks up next to the book-keeper and whispers a few words of comfort.


It’s Pierce Nagle, the thick-lipped, fiercely patriotic envelope-licker from The Irish People office, but . . .


But now Stephens has a few words for them all.


‘We must prevent a premature Rising,’ he orders, his left eye narrowing a little more than usual, belying his unease. ‘All Dublin Centres are to keep their men under control.’16


Aware that he is in danger as never before, Stephens puts on the clothes of a beggar, arms himself with a couple of crutches to make himself appear an impoverished cripple, and heads off into the night, to return home to Mrs Herbert.


Next morning, he writes a letter to America with news of the arrests.


‘Well, long as I am free I answer for everything. But once you hear of my arrest, only a single course remains to you. Send no more money from the States. Get all you can, though, and with it purchase all the war-material you can. Gather all the fighting men about you and then sail for Ireland. The heads here may be in the hands of the enemy and much confusion may prevail; but, with a Fenian force to rally them, be sure that overwhelming numbers will be with you. But this must be done before next Christmas, after which date I would have no man risk his life or his money.’17


And, after appointing three IRB leaders to take over his duties, he disappears.


•


From early September flying squads of loyalist soldiers roam the barracks to regularly descend on traitorous military Fenians, before arresting them and frog-marching them off to prison cells. Civilian Fenians, meantime, are also being roused from their beds, arrested and placed in custody by the police: by the second week of October, 187 military and civilian suspects have been arrested on charges of Fenianism, with many hundreds more in the police’s sights.


Meantime, dozens of Americans now in Ireland are suspected of having come to join in a Rising, and are ordered to leave the country.


Many Fenians don’t wait to be arrested, and, like the well-regarded John King – a man of such sunny disposition, he always seems to be smiling whatever the circumstances – decide to get away immediately. In King’s case, he embarks on what will be a long journey to Australia and an entirely different kind of life, but already we are ahead of ourselves . . .


But the Captain? It’s as if he doesn’t exist. Superintendent Ryan places a 200-pound reward on Stephens’ head, and his description is posted in the Police Gazette, known as the Hue-and-Cry – ‘James Stephens is about 42 years of age; 5 feet 7 inches high; stout make; broad high shoulders; very tight, active appearance; fair hair; bald all round top of head . . . and he generally dresses in black.’18


•


The British press? The Times of London sets the typically disparaging tone in its editorial on 18 September 1865:




Is there any people under the sun more unfit for a Republican form of Government than the Irish? Is there any character so deficient in those political values which are the life of Republics as the Celtic? . . . The truth is that Fenianism has not and could not have sprung up on Irish soil. It is entirely of exotic growth, an importation from America, and entirely out of harmony with real Irish sentiment . . . when Irish disaffection has dwindled to Fenianism, there is good reason for supposing that it is dying out altogether, and must be very near its end.19





To achieve that end as expeditiously as possible, the British authorities establish a Special Commission to try, convict and punish those Fenians they’ve caught without clogging the regular courts.


Moving quickly, by the end of October, two judges – Justices William Keogh and John Fitzgerald – have been handpicked by Dublin Castle to do the honours to the dishonourable civilian Fenians. They are to start their Special Commission in Dublin and then reconvene in Cork to work through the arrested Fenians there. But will these two justices wear the blindfold of Lady Justice and conduct an impartial trial? An editorial in the Irishman thinks not, noting, ‘They are two names which excite suspicion in the Irish mind.’20


As for the military Fenians who have been rounded up, they must answer to martial law in a series of courts martial being overseen by General Sir Hugh Henry Rose, the Commander-in-Chief of British Forces in Ireland – a merciless military man sent to Ireland in July specifically to root out the ‘Fenian conspiracy’ from the military once and for all.


As for the government’s prime target . . . still no-one comes forward with any information.


James Stephens has entirely disappeared.


•


James Stephens is content to lie low and bide his time, confident that so few trusted lieutenants know of his location that, for the moment, he will be safe. Despite the lull in activity that follows, the leadership is able to get word to the Fenian soldiers that, ‘in spite of the numerous arrests, the organization is still intact and the intention to fight remains’.21


When a Fenian Congress is held in Philadelphia in October 1865, no fewer than 400 accredited delegates are welcomed, and it is claimed from the leadership dais that the United States boasts no fewer than 380,000 Fenians.22 Against that, so overwhelming is the police pressure in Ireland, as they continue to scour the land for him, that it becomes obvious to even Stephens that he must devolve some of his leadership duties onto others who are more free to move around the country.


To this end, Stephens appoints Captain Thomas Kelly to be in charge. Kelly is a patriot Irish military man of vast experience – including with the famed Army of the Cumberland, which fought for the Union in the American Civil War.


Stephens also takes a moment to write to John Devoy, the extraordinarily capable fellow who he has long had his eye on, one of the most promising of The Rising:




Thursday, October 26, 1865


My Dear Friend:-


There is a lull just now on the part of the enemy, and we should make the utmost of it. To this end I hereby appoint you Chief Organizer of the British troops here in Ireland . . .


Yours faithfully,
J. Stephens


P. S. Be very prudent now. You owe me this, to justify the appointment of so young a man to so responsible a post.23





Devoy’s passion for the cause is such that even though the police are closing in as never before, and he is keenly aware that there are warrants out for his arrest, still he keeps moving, recruiting to replace the men who have been arrested, using the many Fenians who are still in place in the British Army as his means of introduction to new prospects.


At this time, late October 1865, the regiment taking most of his attention is the mighty 10th Hussars, a crack light cavalry outfit quartered at Island Bridge Barracks, in the south-western part of Dublin, well positioned to control key roads and railways nearby.


‘The few men I had in the 10th,’ Devoy would recount, ‘were not of much account and I could make no headway.’24


Via a friend, however, he hears tell of a curiously charismatic, quietly spoken and reflective Irish soldier in the 10th Hussars, John Boyle O’Reilly. Devoy is off to quietly meet him, when he is told O’Reilly is serving as picket on the Royal Barracks – one of many pickets the British Army is maintaining all across Dublin at this point, ready for any Rising.


Oddly enough, the man pointing the way to where O’Reilly can be found is a bluff, jolly Englishman, who pauses to sing O’Reilly’s praises.


‘I shouldn’t wonder,’ he burbles enthusiastically to Devoy, ‘if in five or six years that young fellow’d be a troop sawjent majah.’25


Helpfully, the sentry at the gate of the Royal Barracks is a Fenian, who gives Devoy a careful smile of acknowledgement, while one of the sentry’s companions – also one of theirs – steps up and quietly asks, ‘Are you looking for some of the boys?’26


‘I want to find the picket of the 10th Hussars,’ Devoy replies, and is soon given directions to the stables, where, again, those on duty prove to be nearly all Fenians. One of them, Martin Hogan – the unofficial swordsman supreme of the British Army – gives him the specific directions to a fine-looking fellow tightening the saddle girths of an equally magnificent steed as he is about to set off to Vice-Regal Lodge with a dispatch from General Sir Hugh Rose to the Lord Lieutenant, Lord John Wodehouse, the governmental chief.


‘O’Reilly,’ Devoy will recount, ‘was then a handsome, lithely built young fellow of 20, with the down of a future black moustache on his lip. He had a pair of beautiful dark eyes that changed in expression with his varying emotions. He wore the full-dress dark blue hussar uniform, with its mass of braiding across the breast, and the busby, with its tossing plume, was set jauntily on the head and held by a linked brass strap, catching under the lower lip.’27


He is a splendid soldier, and in fact, so proud of his appearance that when out and about in town delivering messages for the high brass, he goes out of his way to go past as many plate-glass windows as possible. Though he has no time to talk this evening, he happily agrees to meet Devoy the following evening at a quiet establishment in the city, before he effortlessly springs into the saddle, and equally effortlessly canters away, awaaaaay.


The following evening, in the back of a public house, Devoy needs to waste no energy on the virtues of the Fenian cause.


For O’Reilly is an Irish patriot, and with them from the first. He even offers to give Devoy copies of the high brass dispatches that he delivers around Dublin. But Devoy declines. For now.


Instead, Devoy quickly promotes him to the rank of Centre, the key Fenian figure in the 10th Hussars.


•


There’s a reason Devoy declines O’Reilly’s offer to pass on messages. They already have someone on the inside passing on valuable information, and don’t need to double the risk.


His name is Private William Foley, he hails from Tipperary and is a superb physical specimen, standing nearly six feet tall. A veteran of the Bombay Horse Artillery that had seen action in India’s Sepoy Mutiny, he returned to Ireland in 1859, where he remained at home for a few months before joining one of the crack cavalry regiments of the British Army, the 5th Dragoon Guards – quietly taking the Fenian oath in 1864. But here’s the thing. Right now he is an orderly with the Englishman in charge of quelling this growing insurrection, General Sir Hugh Rose. Yes, with William Foley in that key position, right at the heart of the English command, for the moment there is no need for O’Reilly to take too many risks himself – at least not in this field.


The two other key Fenians in the 5th Dragoon Guards, however, the swordsman Martin Hogan and his partner in crime, the icy blue-eyed James Wilson, decide they can no longer operate safely, and so desert, placing themselves at the service of the Fenians full-time, ready for The Rising when it comes.


The Fenians are particularly glad to have them full-time. Hogan for his strength and Wilson for his experience serving in the Bombay Artillery through all of India, Syria and Canada, emerging as an expert in explosives. Come The Rising, he will be particularly valuable.


As the British authorities will be actively looking for them, both Hogan and Wilson do their best to change their appearance, while living quietly together in Dublin.


•


Two months after the arrests of September, and still the police feel they are no closer to the breakthrough they need.


Police pound their beats, asking questions. Detectives pursue every lead. Spies are primed, everywhere, to look for the tiniest sign of Stephens.


Where can he be?


•


Ah, but as consuming as the passion of John Devoy is for the cause of Irish freedom, still that passion must sing in his soul with another passion that near consumes him – his love for sweet Eliza Kenny. So it is that whenever he can get away for even just a day and a night, he takes the night train from Dublin to County Kildare, stepping off in the wee hours at a sleepy rural station to trudge through the familiar fields from his childhood. For a full seven miles – his feet sure on the dark paths he could navigate blind-folded, just as he is effectively doing now – he keeps going until he reaches a small farmhouse just outside of the town of Naas. Knocking gently on the front door of the Kenny family, he does not have to wait long, despite the fact that it is still an hour before dawn.


They know who it is. Only John comes round at this hour.


The kettle is boiled and the family rises to greet him as one, led by sweet Eliza – a notably shapely and statuesque brunette, with intelligent, warm eyes – who he cannot take his eyes off. They will spend a wonderful day together, talking, picnicking, rambling through the woods, shyly holding hands, while he divulges all the Brotherhood’s latest news from Dublin, the gossip, and of course their plans for the future. Theirs is a chastity doubly preserved by the fact that that night he will bunk down with her father – who by the by had been active in The Rising of 1848 – while Mrs Kenny moves into the room of her two daughters . . .


And then, alas, he must go again, but not before giving his fair colleen some tasks of her own, taking John Devoy’s messages to Fenians about Naas right under the noses of unsuspecting but ubiquitous constables. In short order, he knows, they will be waving cheerily to fair Eliza Kenny as she goes by, bearing news of revolution under her skirts.


Very occasionally, he can stay longer, as in once when Eliza’s sister gets married and while one of Eliza’s uncles plays the fiddle and another plays the bagpipes, they are one of 52 couples who simply dance the night away, dreaming of the day when they can themselves marry.


She is, truly, one of a kind, and John Devoy whispers as much as he holds her tight before leaving once more. He will be back, love, just as soon as he can, and one day they will be together forever.


But she can never be sure that day will come. And nor can he.


•


All present?


Good.


In these days of early November 1865 John Boyle O’Reilly has brought his best Fenian soldiers to meet John Devoy, to discuss the finer details of The Rising.


In a quiet upper room of Hoey’s public house in Bridgefoot Street, the gathering is some 20 strong, and the mood joyous.
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