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Introduction


The Forgotten Irish Contribution to Decisive Victory


One of the greatest mysteries of American history has revolved around the intriguing question of how General George Washington and his revolutionaries could have possibly prevailed over a mighty British empire at the height of its power and prosperity. Many explanations have been offered to explain this enduring mystery throughout the past, but none are entirely satisfactory for a variety of reasons. Can a more accurate and correct answer be found at this late date to better explain how and why England lost its thirteen colonies forever to change the course of history? Fortunately for America, it possessed a large population of colonists who were already militants, agitators, and rebels before they ever migrated to the New World.


For more than two centuries, what has been most forgotten about America’s stirring creation story were the crucial and disproportionate contributions that the Irish people, especially the more numerous Scotch-Irish (compared to Irish Catholics) from Northern Ireland, played in the winning of the American Revolution. Largely because of Ireland’s dark legacy of early subjugation by England and difficult economic times that caused a mass exodus of immigrants to colonial America, the Irish people became not marginal, but the leading players in America’s struggle for liberty and creation.


While the importance of the role of the Celtic-Gaelic people in leading America’s westward expansion has been widely acknowledged by historians, the comparable leading role of the Irish and Scotch-Irish (lowland Scots who had settled in Ulster Province, Northern Ireland) in serving as the vanguard of America’s resistance effort throughout the War of Independence, as known in Europe, from 1775 to 1783 has been generally unrecognized or unappreciated. Even more, the Celtic-Gaelic people also made fundamental contributions in shaping the very essence and character of America: a classic case of the past dictating the future in a variety of significant ways. Therefore, to a surprising degree, even some of the struggle’s most basic complexities and truths have been left unexplored, leaving gaps that need to be filled at this late date.


Unfortunately, this sanitization of the historical record has resulted in the popular New England-based stereotype of the yeoman farmer-soldier of British descent, or Anglo-Saxon, having led and won the Revolution largely on his own. This mythical portrayal of America’s struggle for survival has overlooked the Revolution’s most important players who were more responsible for leading the way in agitating for independence, sustaining the war effort, and leading the way to decisive victory than any other ethnic group in America from beginning to end. Therefore, as seen in every nation that defined its origins, what has been created is a highly romanticized view of America’s creation story that is excessively congratulatory and self-aggrandizing.


The Irish and Scotch-Irish actually fought in more disproportionate numbers compared to colonists of British descent and served as the longest-lasting and most sturdy core foundation of General George Washington’s Continental Army, especially during crucial periods, as well as important contributors on the political and economic fronts. Nevertheless, the Irish have become the forgotten players of America’s struggle for independence as no other distinctive group of white colonists in America.


Occupying a rung of America’s social ladder far lower than the stereotypical middle-class yeoman farmer-soldier, the mostly illiterate Irish Catholics were primarily members of the indentured servitude class, while the Scotch-Irish were only slightly socially and economically more elevated because of their greater literacy and Protestantism. These Emerald Islanders were motivated to overturn an inequitable hierarchical society because of harsh economic, social, and cultural realities that had long existed on both sides of the Atlantic.


Luckily for America’s fortunes, the height of Irish immigration to America reached its peak during the first half of the decade of the 1770s to set the stage for the dramatic bolstering of the ranks of a new generation of highly motivated fighting men for America. A large percentage of Irish and Scotch-Irish common soldiers along with officers, including Washington’s top generals, served as the reliable backbone of America’s resistance effort, especially in Washington’s Army, from beginning to end.


The standard interpretations of America’s revolutionary struggle and the endless romance of the mythological American Revolution have obscured the undeniable truth of the all-important contributions of the Irish and Scotch-Irish people. Unfortunately, leading British, Irish, and American historians have not focused on the pivotal roles (military, economic, and political) played by the Irish and the Scotch-Irish primarily because of the scarcity of documentation and records of a diasporic people. Even Revolutionary War historian Thomas J. Fleming admitted as late as 2005 of a much-belated personal revelation that the “most surprising thing about the soldiers” at Valley Forge, Pennsylvania, during the winter of 1777–1778, was the high percentage of Irish soldiers (both Catholic and Scotch-Irish) who served in Washington’s Army. So many Celtic-Gaelic soldiers filled the Pennsylvania Continental Line that it was widely known as the Line of Ireland at the time: one of America’s largest and most distinguished combat units, which served as a solid foundation for the army.


This significant Irish and Scotch-Irish contribution has also been long obscured because the mythical revolution has presented America’s struggle for liberty as primarily an Anglo-Saxon triumph won by colonists of English descent without Irish roots or contributions. The Founding Fathers have garnered the lion’s share for almost singlehandedly bestowing the enlightened concepts of liberty upon the less-educated common people (including hundreds of thousands of Irish and Scotch-Irish) as if they possessed no revolutionary heritage and egalitarian legacy of their own. In truth, the revolutionary tradition of rising up against abusive centralized authority was already deeply embedded in the hearts and minds of the average Irish immigrant who never needed to read Age of Enlightenment philosophers or pamphleteers to become fiery revolutionaries against the British in either Ireland or America.


Unfortunately, what traditional historians have presented to us has been basically an inverted and severely distorted interpretation of the American Revolution from the top down. Compared to the upper-class elites, the lowly Emerald Islanders, including those who still spoke Gaelic and worked in the gentry’s expansive fields (including those owned by Founding Fathers) were the ones who actually made the most sacrifices for independence. However, the Irish have been long seen in America through the lens of negative stereotypes and ugly caricatures, including even distorted comic figures perpetuated for entertainment purposes. Therefore, any serious consideration of meaningful Irish contributions to America’s creation story was almost entirely incomprehensible as it would have diminished a much-celebrated American exceptionalism and nationalism.


At the time of the American Revolution, thousands of Irish soldiers took considerable pride in their distinctive culture and heritage. Across the thirteen colonies, many recent immigrants still spoke their native Gaelic or with thick Irish brogues (including the Scotch-Irish from Northern Ireland) barely understandable to their non-Irish peers. These transplanted Irish still viewed the Emerald Isle as their true homeland and motherland, especially in cultural and social terms, rather than America. Because hundreds of thousands of these immigrants were far more Irish than American by 1775, it was precisely these distinctive qualities and legacies that created the most ideal, natural, and die-hard revolutionaries in America.


The significant contributions and influences of the “mob” (or the common people who shaped the revolution’s course) have been minimized by traditional scholars, especially historians of the New England, “republican,” and “ideological” schools. Besides ethnic and cultural biases, an almost exclusive focus on Anglo-Saxon revolutionary contributions developed because American historians, themselves mostly Anglo-Saxon, were naturally motivated to promote not only a stronger national identity, based upon the Anglo-Saxon model, but also to rationalize expansion and imperialism, defined as Manifest Destiny by the 1840s. In this way, they transformed these historical developments into a righteous, moral crusade of God’s chosen people, who were not Irish and definitely not Irish Catholics, in America’s Protestant eyes to conform with self-serving racial, cultural, religious, and national priorities.


After having migrated thousands of miles to remain still largely marginalized outside the bounds of colonial society, especially the aristocratic world of the elites, the majority of Irish soldiers, especially recent immigrants, were most often without land, education, prospects, or titled property. Instead of a free society of yeoman farmers, as Thomas Jefferson envisioned for the ideal America, large numbers of Emerald Islanders had labored as indentured servants on American soil for wealthy landowners like peasants of their oppressive feudal society back in Ireland. Unlike the colonist of British descent, the typical Celtic-Gaelic soldier in Washington’s ranks possessed relatively little, if any, land or political, social, and financial means by 1775.


Generations of Americans never understood a fundamental reality that without the important contributions of the Irish and the Scotch-Irish throughout the American Revolution’s tortured course, a new nation conceived in liberty would have almost certainly succumbed to an early death. For the first time and for this fundamental reason, this work will present a more accurate and fresh look at the American Revolution without the romantic myths, legends, or stereotypes: how the Irish and Scotch-Irish, the most independent and rebellious settlers in America, made significant contributions to America’s victory on a scale not fully appreciated by historians.


The overall purpose of this work is not only to expose the core fallacies and romantic stereotypes of the mythical American Revolution but also to present a new understanding about a central forgotten truth of America’s creation story while giving fuller recognition and credit where it is long overdue. The Irish and Scotch-Irish were the very heart and soul of America’s resistance effort from beginning to end, making the greatest dream of the Founding Fathers come true by what they accomplished both on and off the battlefield. With the untold story of the Celtic-Gaelic people in America’s struggle for independence, therefore, this work is not a traditional campaign history and conventional analysis. After all, generations of American historians have long focused on the most famous military and political leaders instead of the lowly common soldiers, especially the Irish and Scotch-Irish, who fought and died for American independence.


Unfortunately, the stereotypical view of the Irish soldier has been that of the mercenary because so many Irish served in foreign armies, especially in the British Army and during the Napoleonic Wars. England’s early conquest of Ireland ensured that impoverished Irishmen eventually fought in British military service as the only means to support families: essentially, cannon fodder made available by severe economic conditions and political frustration. But the Irish and Scotch-Irish role in the American Revolution was the antithesis of the stereotypical Irish mercenary. In overall percentage terms, the average Irishman, the most ordinary common man and the lowest-class member of white colonial society, was in fact America’s patriot second to none.


The disproportionate Irish contributions during the American Revolution shattered the popular mercenary stereotype because for the first time tens of thousands of Emerald Islanders did not battle under a foreign flag of the eighteenth-century major European powers (especially France, Spain, and then England) as mercenaries. Instead, they fought as free men for egalitarian, social, and political ideals with the loftiest of republican goals in mind: a new republic conceived in liberty. Throughout the Revolution’s course, therefore, these forgotten Irish soldiers no longer fought and died under the flag of another nation, for another people, or in a foreign army, but under the Stars and Stripes of a new nation.


This invaluable Irish contribution to America’s salvation has been forgotten today because the American Revolution’s story has been so thoroughly reinvented, romanticized, and mythologized. Consequently, this work has been dedicated to providing a more honest view, a corrective analysis, and a truer perspective of America’s difficult birth while exploring in detail the most overlooked reason explaining how and why America ultimately won its struggle for liberty. It is not a strictly chronological history of the American Revolution, but an analytical history of the forgotten Irish Revolutionary War experience. An additional purpose of this book is to tell the long-overlooked story of the common Irish soldier, who sacrificed so much for the great dream of America, as much as possible: a new approach in looking at America’s struggle for life from below and from a more personal perspective. Consequently, this book will present a forgotten, unexplored dimension of America’s struggle to illuminate one of the best remaining untold chapters of the hidden history of the American Revolution: how the Irish and Scotch-Irish played not only a leading but also a decisive role in winning the American Revolution to change the course of history.




Chapter I


“You Have Lost America by the Irish:” America’s Forgotten Revolutionaries


America lost its first general officer when a British cannon unleashed a blast of canister at point-blank range into Major General Richard Montgomery, who was inspiring his troops onward in America’s most desperate offensive effort to date. Montgomery was cut down while encouraging his ill-clad men through a driving snowstorm in a determined attempt to capture the mighty fortress-city of Quebec, the key to Canada, against the odds. He led the way against a well-prepared British and Canadian opponent in the time-honored tradition of generations of Irish revolutionaries, who had fought in vain to free the Emerald Isle from British rule.


Montgomery, who was born as a member of the Irish Protestant gentry near Swords, County Dublin, Ireland and had attended prestigious Trinity College in Dublin, died along with America’s ambitious dream of making Canada the fourteenth colony and conquering an empire. When the Irishman fell into the snow on a cold, windswept Quebec street far from his beloved Emerald Isle on the last day of December 1775, he became America’s first authentic war hero and martyr to the cause of liberty.1 Upon receiving the sad news, a shocked General George Washington lamented how “America has sustained a heavy Loss” in the fall of the gifted Montgomery, whom the Virginian described in a letter as “the Gallant Chief” of America’s first invading army on foreign soil.2


However, in the subsequent glorification of America’s first general to fall in battle, something significant was lost, shrouded in a romantic cloak of nationalism. In late January 1776, the Continental Congress appointed a committee, which included Benjamin Franklin, to take the necessary steps to preserve the memory of one of America’s first martyrs to the cause of liberty. The committee determined that a stone marker, made by only the finest artists in Paris, France, should be erected in General Montgomery’s honor. Therefore, while Montgomery’s body remained on Canadian soil, the first monument ever dedicated to a United States war hero was erected at St. Paul’s Church on Broadway in New York City in 1787. But nothing was revealed about Montgomery’s birth in Ireland in the stone’s inscription: a lasting testament of how an Ireland-born major general became thoroughly Americanized for posterity by the erasing of his Irish antecedents.3


Worst of all, however, not only were Montgomery’s Irish roots (his father was disinherited because he married an English woman) lost, but also his historical memory. Despite his noble sacrifice and lofty rank, Montgomery became just another one of the forgotten Irishmen of the American Revolution. This development was even more surprising because his death in leading America’s first invasion of foreign soil inspired an entire generation of revolutionaries across America to embark upon the perilous road to independence against the world’s most powerful nation.4


Montgomery’s contributions and sacrifice at Quebec was only the first of countless examples of the important, but forgotten, Irish heroics and sacrifices throughout the American Revolution. Historian Jay P. Dolan, in his excellent work entitled The Irish Americans: A History, correctly called the first section of his book, which included the American Revolution, “A Forgotten Era” in regard to Irish contributions to the making of America.5


John Sullivan was another forgotten major general of Irish immigrant parents. On Washington’s orders to reverse the dismal situation in Canada, he led the next offensive effort in still another attempt to capture Quebec in June 1776. Although unsuccessful in Canada for reasons not of his making, Sullivan’s leadership abilities later explained why Washington appointed him a leading role in the attack on Trenton, New Jersey. Sullivan commanded the First Division, the southern arm of Washington’s brilliant pincer movement, in the surprise December 26, 1776, attack on Trenton. Without Sullivan’s timely arrival from the northern army to reinforce Washington, the Virginian’s audacious strike upon Trenton might well have proved unsuccessful.6 Clearly, Sullivan (one of five Sullivan brothers who fought for America’s liberty) was one of Washington’s top lieutenants at an early date. In fact, from the beginning, Washington’s well-placed confidence in Sullivan was rewarded. He wrote how Sullivan was an ideal revolutionary leader like Montgomery: “active, spirited, and zealously attach’d to the cause” of America’s liberty.7


Sullivan was the son of two Irish “redemptionaries” (indentured servants), John and Margery Browne, who settled on the banks of the Salmon Falls River, just below the Maine border. The general’s father hailed from a “long line of Irish warriors” who fought and died for Irish liberty. His grandfather, Major Philip Sullivan, battled the English all the way to the surrender of the Limerick garrison in 1690 that led to the fateful Treaty of Limerick. The major then fled to France with many other Irish Jacobite exiles, becoming one of the famous “Wild Geese” who served France with distinction.8


Unfortunately, even some of the most important aspects of the American Revolution still remain riddles and enigmas to this day, however. Not long after the American Revolution ended, even Washington himself was mystified as to how it had all come about in America’s favor. Other than the blessings of “Providence” that he often invoked, Washington was not fully able to explain how the revolution had succeeded, defying the odds and top military experts on both sides of the Atlantic.


Consequently, a prophetic Washington correctly understood that historians of future generations would never quite be able to explain exactly how and why America’s rustic revolutionaries had succeeded against the odds. In a rather remarkable letter written not long after the new nation’s independence was won, Washington emphasized how in the future, “it will not be believed that such a force as Great Britain has employed for eight years in Country could be baffled [and] by numbers infinitely less, composed of Men oftentimes half starved; always in Rags, without pay, and experiencing, at times, every species of distress which human nature is capable of undergoing.”9 However, Washington later gave a strong hint in regard to the actual answer. He fully understood and appreciated the importance of the Irish and Scotch-Irish contributions to the winning of America’s independence because “Ireland [was] thou friend of my country in my country’s most friendless day” during the desperate struggle for liberty.10


George Washington Parke Custis, Washington’s adopted son and a careful student of the American Revolution, said it better:


When our friendless standard was first unfurled for resistance, who were the strangers that first mustered ’round its staff, and when it reeled in the fight, who more bravely sustained it than Erin’s generous sons? Who led the assault on Quebec [Ireland-born General Richard Montgomery] and shed early luster on our arms, in the dawn of our revolution? Who led the right wing of Liberty’s forlorn hope [General John Sullivan played a leading role in Washington’s victory at Trenton] at the passage of the Delaware? Who felt the privations of the camp, the fate of battle, or the horrors of the prison ship more keenly than the Irish? Washington loved them, for they were the companions of his toils, his perils, his glories, in the deliverance of his country.11


This long-overlooked analysis was accurate. In regard to Washington’s surprise attack on Trenton that was made possible partly by supplies from Ireland-born merchants such as William Patterson, Sullivan commanded one of the two divisions that struck simultaneously in a closing of two pincer arms, performing magnificently to cement his lofty place as “perhaps Washington’s best field commander.”12 Likewise, Washington’s enlisted ranks were heavily dominated by Irish and Scotch-Irish soldiers who followed so many Celtic-Gaelic commanders throughout the war. When thousands of Americans were captured in the Long Island fiasco on August 27, 1776, Ambrose Serle, Admiral Richard Howe’s personal secretary, was shocked by the sight of the “vast numbers of Irish” in Washington’s ranks while closely inspecting the lengthy lines of sullen American prisoners who had surrendered.13 And in the South when Charleston, South Carolina, was captured four years later, one British officer was likewise astounded how the “Prisoners [who] have fallen into [our] hands being many of the . . . Irish” soldiers of the primary American army in the Southern theater.14


Privates Patrick McFarthom and William McCarthy, a Maryland Continental, were among Washington’s forgotten Irishmen of the enlisted ranks. Patrick was “a middle sized well looking Irishman, about 26 years of age, red complexion, dark, curled and short hair.” McCarthy hardly fit the romantic image of the Continental soldier. William was described by a comrade as “an Irishman, about forty years old [with] a blanket over-coat, round hat, and his shoes were tied with strings, his feet had been frost-bitten [from service during the Trenton-Princeton Campaign and] he has something of the [Irish] brogue in his language.”15


However, in regard to later-day historians, as opposed to Washington and his contemporaries, even the most fundamental explanations of America’s ultimate success that shocked the world have been proven false because Revolutionary War historiography has been dominated by romance and misconceptions. A natural development in the self-serving formulation of a distinguished national history (as seen in all nations), America’s creation story has been narrowly interpreted and romantically portrayed as fundamentally having been won primarily by a single group of colonists—native-born Americans of English stock of the Protestant faith, which led to the yeoman farmer-soldier myth. This one-dimensional and even racially based perspective has led to the popular conception in the American mind and iconic imaginary of the mythical homogenous Anglo-Saxon soldiery, without a hint of ethnicity, especially in regard to Ireland and the Irish people.


Of course, these central myths of America’s creation story have been a natural if not inevitable development in the historiography of the United States’ birth because the infant nation needed to invent its past into a heroic saga—America’s Iliad. However, this development resulted in a sanitization and homogenization of not only the American Revolution’s story but also the very image of the revolutionaries themselves.


The extensive whitewashing of the overall image of America’s revolutionaries was faithfully continued by generations of American historians and scholars (almost always Protestant), who have presented the most nationalistic and racially pristine of interpretations that left no room for the contributions of a distinct ethnic and racial group that was considered “foreign.” However, nothing could have been further from the truth. In fact, eight signers of the Declaration of Independence were foreign born, more in Ireland than in any other country. Only one signer was Irish Catholic: Charles Carroll from Carrollton, Maryland, who traced his roots to the O’Carroll family of County Kings in Ireland’s fertile midlands of Leinster Province. He was one of Washington’s relatively few die-hard supporters who helped to save the commander in chief’s position when criticism for the often-defeated Virginian reached its greatest height.


More than any other ethnic group in America, the Celtic-Gaelic people, America’s greatest pioneering race, were precisely the right kind of individuals to wage revolution, thanks to the legacies of the searing Irish experience. They first answered the call to arms and continued to faithfully serve year after year in part because as lower-class members they were the most attracted to military service, especially when cash inducements and land bounties were part of the enlistment bargain. In consequence, the poor, disadvantaged, and uneducated people (mostly Irish and Scotch-Irish in America) were the most likely soldiers to serve for extended periods—an absolutely necessary requirement in what was a lengthy war of attrition—as regulars to sustain the resistance effort, especially in Washington’s Army. Patriotism combined with Protestant zeal and a Calvinist work ethic that forbade failure to create a moral and determined Irish soldiery. Therefore, the typical Irish soldier was far from the stereotypical mercenary type. In overall terms, these Celtic-Gaelic soldiers were highly motivated not only because of America’s struggle for liberty but also because of the overall Irish experience, especially in regard to the centuries-long quest for independence on Irish soil and the fact that England was the ancient enemy of the Irish people.16


Besides the lower class and immigrant status of the Irish, one fundamental reason why the revolutionary generation and future historians failed to fully acknowledge the disproportionate Irish contributions to America’s amazing victory was because they were considered un-American “foreigners” by colonists and revolutionary leaders of English descent. At this time, the native Irish, or Catholics, who were known as Gaels and Celts, were considered by colonists of English descent as members of a distinct race instead of a nationality because Ireland had been subjugated by England.


The long-elusive answer that explains why the infant republic ultimately won its lengthy struggle for existence actually lies in the key demographic equation; a larger percentage of American colonial society consisted of Ireland-born Irish Catholics (who hailed from most of Ireland) and a far larger number of Scotch-Irish Presbyterians (mostly from Northern Ireland) than at any other time in American history. No American army in United States history ever contained a larger percentage of soldiers, both among leadership (including general officers) and the enlisted ranks, from foreign soil than Washington’s Continental Army.17 So many Irish filled the ranks of the disproportionately large Pennsylvania Continental Line that it was known as the Line of Ireland.18 Most importantly, the largely Celtic-Gaelic Pennsylvania regiments “provided the backbone of the American army.”19


In a letter to his brother John Augustine, whom he affectionately referred to as Jack, Washington understood the difference between so many colonists of British descent who remained either neutral or Loyalist and more worldly but less realistic compared to the lowly Irish: the only realistic choice was to “conquer, or submit to unconditional terms . . . such as confiscations, hanging, etc.”20 For all practical purposes, Washington might as well have been referring specifically to the bitter lessons of Irish history and those Emerald Island colonists who most intimately understood these harsh realities of British imperialism and nationalism far better than any other people in America.


However, in an all-too-common omission, even respected Irish historians, such as Myles Dugan in a popular work, failed to include any mention of Irish participation in the American Revolution. But to be fair, Dugan has only continued the tradition of generations of American historians in ignoring American Revolutionary War contributions, despite the supreme importance of the Irish contribution.21


As mentioned, contemporaries of the time of the American Revolution were actually more on target in regard to the importance of the Irish contribution. An observant French nobleman who was a high-ranking member of France’s expeditionary army, thanks to the signing of the French Alliance in 1778, Major General Francois Jean le Beauvoir, Chevalier de Chastellux (often simply referred to as the Marquis de Chastellux) provided insightful views about America’s revolutionary experience that were decidedly as astute as those made by Alexis de Tocqueville, another French aristocrat of a monarchical regime. The Marquis de Chastellux, an “enlightened philosophe,” and Washington, the former Virginia farmer whose military reputation had been first won in battling against the French and Indians in the previous war, became friends.


Henry Grieve, the translator of the Marquis de Chastellux’s memoir, knew intimately of the significant Irish contribution to America’s resistance effort from personal experience. He explained this singular phenomenon of such disproportionate, widespread patriotism among the Irish (to an extent not seen among colonists of British descent who were badly divided in terms of loyalty to the Crown and whose patriotism had significantly flagged by December 1776 after a series of stunning defeats) who played such a key role in ensuring that America’s resistance effort never died and that Washington’s Army survived a lengthy war of attrition:


An Irishman, the instant he set foot on American ground becomes, ipso facto, an American; this was uniformly the case during the whole of [the American Revolution]. Whilst Englishmen and Scotsmen were regarded with jealousy and distrust, even with the best recommendation [by revolutionary Americans in regard to their] zeal and attachment to their cause, a native of Ireland stood in need of no other certificate than his dialect [brogue]; his sincerity was never called in question, he was supposed to have a sympathy of suffering, and every voice decided as it were intuitively, in his favour. Indeed their conduct in the late revolution amply justified this favourable opinion; for whilst the Irish emigrant was fighting the battles of America by sea and land, the Irish merchants, particularly in Charleston, Baltimore, and Philadelphia, laboured with indefatigable zeal, and at all hazards, to promote the spirit of enterprise, to increase the wealth, and maintain the credit of the country; their purses were always open, and their persons devoted to the common cause. On more than one imminent occasion, Congress and their existence, and America possibly her preservation to the fidelity and firmness of the Irish.22


Economic contributions of the Irish were as vital to success as sacrifices on the battlefield. Indeed, a heavy volume of trade between Ireland and East Coast ports, especially Philadelphia, had long been robust, leading to the rise of a dynamic and resourceful Irish merchant class of die-hard patriots. The influential Irish merchant class of Philadelphia, America’s capital, provided revolutionary leaders on not only the military but also the economic front.23


The Marquis de Chastellux never acknowledged Philadelphia’s Irish merchants who supplied Washington’s Army with invaluable war munitions. However, what was most significant about Grieve’s analysis of patriot Irishmen was its candidness and accuracy in bestowing proper recognition upon the importance of the overall Irish contribution to decisive victory. After all, few Americans, either at the time or after the Revolution, were able to entirely put aside their own provincial attitudes, homegrown prejudices, cultural biases, and growing sense of nationalism to bestow such comparable well-deserved recognition on the Irish contribution, especially at the expense of the contributions of patriots of British descent.


For the Irish of the American Revolutionary War generation, no experience was more traumatic or searing than the brutal lessons and ugly realities of Irish history. In the name of God and country, slaughtering Irish, including women and children, without mercy early became the winning formula to not only fame and fortune but also to royal favor in the highest places for ambitious Englishmen. One of Elizabeth I’s favorites, a most aggressive Protestant holy warrior and “the queen’s man,” Sir Humphrey Gilbert won even greater favor from the Queen by closely emulating the brutalities of Genghis Khan. He won well-deserved renown as the “scourge of Ireland” for slaughtering so many Irish Catholics, regardless of sex or age, to secure the richest of south Ireland’s lands in Munster Province.


Sent to Northern Ireland from England by the queen in 1566 when the Irish people were rising up in revolt by following the inspirational lead of Shane O’Neill, whose rebellion in Ulster Province spread to other portions of Ireland, Gilbert crushed the rebels of Munster Province during four bloody years, a campaign of terrorism and genocide. As he explained in his boasting report to London, Gilbert’s success was based on “putting also all those . . . to the swords that did belong, feed, accompany, or maintain any outlaws or traitors,” or Irish Catholics, patriots all.24 If an Irish castle, fort, or town refused to immediately surrender, he then put every “man, woman, and child of them to the sword,” in his own words.25 During his bloody terrorism campaign, a good many Irish heads were cut off and then carried to the English army’s encampment. Here, these grim trophies were arranged in a neat, but grisly, fashion, as ordered by Gilbert, and “laid on the ground by each side of the way leading into [Gilbert’s] own tent, so that none could come into his tent but commonly he must pass through the line of heads” to invoke fear among the Irish people.26 However, there is no comparison between Gilbert and the terrible wrath unleashed on the Irish people by Oliver Cromwell. At the time of the American Revolution, the Irish of the Emerald Isle were “still full of the Catholics’ terror of [Cromwell’s] name.”27


Such examples only illustrate why the Irish and Scotch-Irish role in the American Revolution was so disproportionate and important. Ample early evidence of significant Irish martial contributions (that went entirely unheeded by King George III in regard to his initial decision to subjugate the thirteen colonies—based partly on the fear that Ireland would rise up and follow America’s example) already existed in the annals of American military history to explain the phenomenon of Irish prowess on America’s behalf. Distinguished Irish military contributions were evident as early as the Cartagena (located on today’s northern coast of Colombia, South America) expedition of 1741. This expedition was led by British Vice Admiral Edward Vernon, for whom Washington’s Mount Vernon was named. The “American Regiment” of colonials, including a good many Irish soldiers, was not trusted by their British allies because the colonials were viewed as “Papists” like the Spanish Catholics, or “Dons,” whom they fought against. Washington’s half-brother and mentor Lawrence Washington, whose martial exploits against the Spanish kindled his early military interests, led one Virginia company of the “American Regiment” that possessed a decidedly Celtic-Gaelic flavor.28


In addition, Irish soldiers filled the ranks of Washington’s own First Virginia Regiment during the French and Indian War. Dennis McCarthy Jr., a Protestant-hating Jacobite warrior exiled after the crushing of the last great Jacobite rebellion and the infamous Treaty of Limerick in 1691, fled to Virginia and then served as an ensign in Washington’s Regiment. McCarthy was Washington’s cousin and hailed from the watershed of Accotink Creek, a slow-moving tributary of the Potomac River, located in southeast Fairfax County, Virginia. But Washington encountered trouble with his free-spirited Irish cousin, writing with a gift of understatement how McCarthy’s behavior “was not so becoming and genteel as it ought” to have been.29 However, during the American Revolution, Washington warmly welcomed just such troublesome Irish, who deserted the British Army, into the ranks of the Continental Army because of their experience and fighting spirit. Outside the army’s ranks, Irish contributions were as notable as they were extensive. Northern Ireland-born Hercules Mulligan, a former leader of New York City’s Sons of Liberty, became one of Washington’s most effective spies. He twice saved Washington’s life after acquiring timely intelligence to thwart dual plots on the general’s life.30


America’s most famous frontier fighters, Rogers’s Rangers (the forerunners of America’s elite Special Forces) of the French and Indian War contained mostly Irish and Scotch-Irish, with the latter the most dominant. These were Presbyterian and Irish Catholic immigrants who had been originally forced by the religious intolerance of Boston, Massachusetts, to migrate to the fringes of the harsh northern New England frontier. Here, amid a pristine wilderness, these Sons of Erin had evolved into savvy frontiersmen, adopting new ways of fighting learned from Native Americans. These legendary rangers were led by their inspirational Scotch-Irish leader, Major Robert Rogers. Known for his hard-hitting tactical ways and his “cantankerous Scots-Irish temperament,” Rogers relied upon a good many capable Scotch- Irish rangers of note such as hard-fighting Captain John Stark (his top lieutenant), the son of an immigrant from Londonderry, Northern Ireland, who emerged as a tactically astute major general under Washington during the struggle for liberty; Lieutenant Sam Kennedy; and Lieutenant Andrew McMullen. Like other Scotch-Irish, these capable officers hailed from Ulster Province, Northern Ireland. While creating an unique American way of waging war on the frontier, Rogers and his hardy rangers, who wore uniforms of green as if to represent their Green Isle homeland, became national heroes on both sides of the Atlantic for their stirring exploits against the French, Canadians, and Indians while battling New England’s dark forests.31


So many Irish and Scotch-Irish (and fellow Celts, the Welsh, but to a lesser degree) settled along the western frontier, stretching for more than one thousand miles from New England to South Carolina and Georgia, that America possessed in essence what was a sprawling Irish frontier where the Celtic-Gaelic people experienced an unprecedented level of freedom from arbitrary and tight governmental control. As early as 1768, the first Scotch-Irish pushed over the Appalachian Mountains and settled in the Watauga, Nolichucky, and Holston River valleys on the west side in today’s east Tennessee. The Celtic-Gaelic people were the primary settlers who conquered and tamed America’s western frontier and the backcountry (which included the Piedmont) during the colonial period. The martial skills and resourcefulness of the Irish frontiersman, experienced in hunting for daily survival and Indian fighting in a successful process of acclimation to a harsh wilderness, were well utilized in America’s struggle for liberty by 1775.


The British waged a two-front war in the South during the summer of 1776, sending a powerful invasion force to Charleston and unleashing the Cherokee, armed with English weapons and powder, to rampage the settlements from Virginia in the north to Georgia in the south. The well-organized response and uniting of the largely Scotch-Irish (who eagerly accepted bounties for enlistment in South Carolina service) of the Carolina and Virginia frontiers and the Piedmont resulted in penetrating expeditions deep into the mountains. The frontiersmen destroyed a large number of Indian villages, storehouses, and fields during the summer and fall of 1776. These strikes that ravaged the Cherokee homeland of western South and North Carolina and Georgia left the formidable Cherokee nation without food or shelter after these mostly Celtic-Gaelic frontier soldiers destroyed their sanctuaries and logistical support systems for launching future raids. The devastation among the once formidable Cherokee was so complete that they sued for peace and signed a treaty in Charleston in early 1777.


At an early date, many of these early Celtic-Gaelic settlers were lowly indentured servants who had escaped their employers or Irish who had ended their terms of indenture and headed west to bask in the absolute freedom of the pristine western frontier. But this freedom came at a high price. Indian raiders emerged out of the dark forests to destroy log cabins, fields of corn, and wives and children. But the Scotch-Irish settlers were determined to never relinquish this new land of pristine beauty and amazing fertility, especially along the rivers and creeks. Therefore, familiar with hardship and suffering, they stubbornly persevered, returning to burned-down cabins and fields to start all over again in making new lives for themselves.


The vast majority of the Ulster Irish, the largest Irish immigrant population that flooded America’s shores, populated the western frontier: a region that stretched from New England to western Maryland (including Frederick County), central and western Pennsylvania and Virginia, especially the fertile lands of the picturesque Shenandoah Valley, and then extended south into North Carolina, South Carolina, and Georgia. Here, hardened and tempered by the forge of adversity, the Irish immigrant of the lower class was transformed into an exceptionally resilient frontiersman and yeoman (small) farmer who hacked farms out of the seemingly endless forests. Here, in a pristine environment, they basked in a pure sense of freedom from society’s burdensome restrictions, prejudices, and abuses.32


This rather remarkable development was as much a product of not only the Irish experience on both sides of the Atlantic but also America’s most militant, egalitarian, and revolutionary religion of the Scotch-Irish, Presbyterianism. Ireland-born William “Billy” Hill, a long-haired Son of Erin who hailed from Ulster Province in Northern Ireland, fought as a South Carolina partisan to free his adopted homeland of British domination. For Hill, whose family migrated south from Pennsylvania to South Carolina in 1762 only to have their home burned down by raiding Tories, and so many other Scotch-Irish, this struggle was a holy war fueled by a combustible mixture of religion (Presbyterianism), vengeance, and longings for liberty.


In Hill’s words that described a holy war, the “ill behavior of the enemy made an impression on the minds of the most serious men in this little band [of South Carolina patriots] and raised their courage under the belief that they would be made instruments in the hand of Heaven to punish this enemy for his wickedness . . .”33 Even the fervent Presbyterian faith had originally pushed the Scotch-Irish deeper into the uncharted American wilderness on a righteous, holy-like mission because of their firm spiritual conviction that “it was against the laws of God and nature, that so much land should be idle while so many Christians wanted it to labor on, and raise their bread.”34


Like no other transplanted people in America, the “Scotch-Irish from Ulster [were especially] tough folk well suited to their dangerous new surroundings” of the western frontier and the severe challenges of the revolutionary struggle.35 The rough-hewn Scotch-Irish became the most “ideal frontier people because they knew how to suffer. Some would fall by the wayside, others would turn away from the contest . . . but most of them [stayed and] would persevere.”36


Adam Meek was one such adventuresome pioneer from Ireland who bravely followed the setting sun through the wilderness to make his American dream come true in a new land. A veteran of the October 1780 victory at Kings Mountain, South Carolina, where he served as an inspirational officer in leading his frontiersmen in repeated assaults up the timbered slopes, this Irish signer of the Mecklenburg Declaration of Independence on May 20, 1775, departed North Carolina and crossed the towering Appalachians. Intoxicated by a breathtaking land that seemed to have no end, Meek journeyed so far west that “His was the first [log] cabin in Jefferson County, Tennessee [and] No neighbor [other than Indians] was west of him. . . .”37 Even the Native Americans marveled at the resourcefulness and determination of these stubborn, tenacious settlers from Ireland because they possessed such a “restless disposition,” in the words of an amazed Creek Indian.38


Here, in thousands of isolated cabins and small frontier settlements, the seeds of American independence took deep root long before the American Revolution’s beginning. Once hostilities erupted, the Scotch-Irish and Irish joined the struggle for American independence en masse in an instinctive and collective response. Following his older brother’s example, teenage James Collins, of Scotch-Irish descent, was one who came forth early to serve first as a scout before becoming a South Carolina partisan along with his father, who was a hardened French and Indian War veteran. He wrote with pride of the kind of Celtic-Gaelic rebels who led the way, including the Collins family: “The first class of Whigs [rebels in South Carolina who were largely Scotch-Irish] were those who [were] determined to fight it out to the last.”39 The teenager’s Scotch-Irish father perhaps best explained the never-say-die motivation of the average Celtic-Gaelic fighting man: “I have . . . determined to take my gun and when I lay it down, I lay down my life with it . . . We must submit and become slaves, or fight [and] For my part, I am determined” to fight.40


But besides the remote frontier regions, a good many enterprising Irishmen also created new lives for themselves in communities all along the East Coast. After retiring from British military service and migrating to America just before the American Revolution, Ireland-born Richard Montgomery wrote in a letter how “I have cast my eye on America, where my pride and poverty will be much more at their ease.”41 Montgomery settled on a small farm at King’s Bridge just north of New York City. After his marriage to Janet Livingston, from one of New York’s leading families, on July 3, 1773, he purchased additional acres. Here, Montgomery made his American dream come true: owning his own land, plowing his own acres, building fences around luxurious pasture land, and erecting a mill on his own stream. In fact, Montgomery’s sense of happiness was so complete on American soil that he worried how “This cannot last; it cannot last.”42 A hero’s death as a dynamic major general in the snows of Quebec verified the Irishman’s nagging concern because America’s blessings seemed endless and almost too good to be true.43


Ulster Irish, such as John Haslet, who became one of Washington’s finest combat generals and was killed at the battle of Princeton, New Jersey, on January 3, 1777, settled in the east in Kent County, Delaware. Hailing from the little town of Dungiven, County Londonderry, in Northern Ireland, Haslet departed the port of Londonderry and headed for Philadelphia in 1757. Almost immediately, he enlisted in a volunteer company of mostly Scotch-Irish and became a Pennsylvania captain. He served on Scotland-born General John Forbes’s expedition into the Ohio Country in 1758 during the French and Indian War. Possessing a prestigious University of Glasgow, Scotland, degree, Haslet provided an excellent example of the Scotch-Irish holy warrior. He was also an ordained minister of the Presbyterian Church. Before migrating to America, Haslet had served for five years as the minister of Ballykelly, County Derry, Ulster Province.44


Likewise, not far from the East Coast in New Hampshire, General John Sullivan, Washington’s right-hand man in the desperate attack on Trenton, made his dreams come true in this land of seemingly limitless opportunities. The son of the exiled Irish Jacobite rebel, Major Philip Sullivan, John Sullivan Sr. (the father of General John Sullivan) had his freedom from indentured servitude purchased by a physician, who then established the educated Ireland-born immigrant in a teaching position in 1738. Then Sullivan purchased the freedom of Margery Browne, his soon-to-be wife who had journeyed to America with him as a child on the same vessel. Born of this union at Somersworth, New Hampshire, in mid-February 1740, John Sullivan gained an advanced education from his father. Sullivan was such a competent lawyer in Durham, New Hampshire, that he became wealthy (thanks also to aggressively purchasing land and operating six mills) before the American Revolution’s beginning.45


Also from New England, the MacFarline family of Massachusetts provided a good example of the representative Scotch-Irish contribution in the enlisted ranks by including a feisty father-son fighting team that was so common among the Irish. Elijah MacFarline Sr., a farmer and father of eight, and his two sons, including Elijah MacFarline Jr., enlisted in 1775 at the war’s beginning. After the father was killed in combat on November 29, 1777, his sons continued to fight in Washington’s Army. Son David MacFarline died of disease in 1777, and Elijah Jr. was killed in battle in 1778. Born in 1749, he had married a Scotch-Irish woman (Sarah Marshall) in May 1773 and was a lucky survivor of the hard-hit Scotch-Irish clan. No longer able to serve beside his father, Elijah continued to serve in the ranks and at the side of his father-in-law, Josiah Marshall, despite having suffered a wound at the Battle of White Plains.46


Hundreds of thousands of Sons of Erin in America, from the western frontier to the East Coast, still retained their distinctive Irishness with a tight grip in a bountiful land that caused one Scotch-Irishman to conclude, “America is a honey of a place.”47 Here, gaining opportunities not found in Ireland, the Emerald Islanders kept their distinctive Celtic-Gaelic traditions, culture, and values alive and well in the new land, including even in the most isolated wilderness areas. Especially in distinctive ethnic communities nicknamed “Little Ulster,” “New Munster,” and “New Ireland,” the Irish and Scotch-Irish reestablished “the religion, customs, and habits of their ancestors, and the Irish wedding was always the occasion of great hilarity, jollity, and mirth.”48


Similar to other regions across America, the Irish on Virginia’s western frontier celebrated “regularly the national festival of Ireland” and honored their patron saint, St. Patrick.49 Long before the United States was born, the Celtic-Gaelic settlers and soldiers of America spoke in thick Irish brogues and carried distinctive cultural values and folkways with them whenever they settled. They also took an ancient Celtic-Gaelic warrior ethos with them when they went into battle, including taking the fight to native peoples across the western frontier with vigor to repay deadly attacks on their isolated cabins and settlements carved out the wilderness.


Therefore, the overconfident King George III and his highly educated advisers, who thought that only a slight example of military force would be sufficient to quell unrest in America, should have heeded other impressive examples of Irish and Scotch-Irish military achievements during the French and Indian War. Ireland-born Colonel John Armstrong, who hailed from the agricultural community of Brookeborough, County Fermanagh, Ulster Province in Northern Ireland, led one of the boldest preemptive strikes in the annals of frontier history. At the head of Pennsylvania troops during his long-distance raid through the wilderness and across the Appalachians, he caught the hostile Shawnee and Delaware (allied with France) village of Kittanning by surprise. Here, on the east bank of the Allegheny River, Armstrong struck at dawn on a hot August day in 1756. Washington’s friend since the dark days of the French and Indian War, Armstrong rose to the rank of major general during the American Revolution. Most importantly, when feeling against Washington was growing strong after the disastrous summer and fall 1776 campaign that included New York City’s loss, he remained one of the Virginian’s most firm supporters to the end. Meanwhile, his son John Jr. played key roles as a staff officer for Scotland-born Generals Hugh Mercer, who was a member of the Kittanning raid and a hard-hitting Celtic leader killed in Washington’s attack at Princeton, New Jersey, and England-born Horatio Gates.50


During the frontier clash of arms in the remote wilderness of western Virginia called Dunmore’s War (named after the Royal Governor of Virginia) in 1774, popular Irish frontier leaders led the military expedition that pushed over the Appalachians (in violation of official British policy) in a preemptive strike against the Shawnee and their allies to lay claim to the rich lands of the Ohio Valley. The inevitable showdown was the October 10, 1774, Battle of Point Pleasant at the intersection of the Ohio and Kanawha Rivers. Colonel Andrew Lewis, born in County Donegal, Ulster Province, Northern Ireland in 1720, led more than one thousand of his Virginians, consisting mostly of Scotch-Irish, primarily from the Shenandoah Valley of Virginia, “upland” militiamen from Botetourt, Augusta, and Fincastle Counties, to a decisive victory in the balmy weather of early autumn. With ample experience from when he commanded a heavily Scotch-Irish company that represented Augusta County, Virginia, during the French and Indian War, the savvy Irish commander ordered a flank maneuver that won the day. Andrew’s younger brother, Colonel Charles Lewis, also born in Ireland, fell mortally wounded in the vicious fight that raged through the dense woodlands.


Many Celtic-Gaelic veterans of the Point Pleasant victory were destined to play distinguished roles, including those top officers, in the American Revolution. Long before the American Revolution, the Celtic-Gaelic solders on the frontier—from New England to South Carolina—demonstrated the Scotch-Irish martial tradition of early meeting threats head-on by way of bold preemptive strikes before the threat grew stronger and more menacing. And they knew the importance of waging a logistical war, burning down Indian fields and storehouses to reduce the war-waging capabilities of their merciless opponents in the future.51


Isaac Shelby was one such respected frontier warrior. He was of Celtic heritage (Wales) on his father’s side and Scotch-Irish (Cox) on his maternal side. Shelby had settled down west of the Appalachians on the Holston River near present-day Bristol, Tennessee. He was one of the principal leaders of the western frontiersmen who attacked a sizeable Loyalist force at Kings Mountain to win a remarkable victory on October 7, 1780. He had served in the volunteer company of his father, Evan Shelby Jr., in the victory at Point Pleasant, where Isaac gained invaluable experience for the all-important confrontation at Kings Mountain. Indeed, Shelby’s leadership and tactical “contributions proved critical to the survival of Col. Andrew Lewis’s army” at Point Pleasant.52


Clearly, the Battle of Point Pleasant prepared Isaac Shelby and other Celtic and Celtic-Gaelic (or Irish) warriors for their ultimate challenge at Kings Mountain on October 7, 1780. Ireland-born Lewis certainly appreciated Shelby’s significant contributions to victory at Point Pleasant. Born in County Derry, Northern Ireland, in 1738 and migrating to Pennsylvania (and then to North Carolina) around 1763, John Brown, a part-time schoolteacher who married a pretty Scotch-Irish woman named Jane McDowell, was one of the Kings Mountain victors. Other Scotch-Irish men at Kings Mountain were brothers Lieutenant David Witherspoon and Private John Witherspoon: collateral relatives of Scotch-Irish signer of the Declaration of Independence, John Witherspoon. Sizeable Celtic-Gaelic familial clans of Scotch-Irish father-son and brother teams, such as young Captain Isaac White and brother Lieutenant Thomas White, fought side-by-side on October 7. A full dozen members of the Campbell clan of Virginia fought with distinction at Kings Mountain. Around sixty men who overwhelmed the stubborn Loyalist defenders of Kings Mountain possessed common Celtic-Gaelic last names that began with “Mc,” such as McKee, McCulloch, McElwee, McHenry, McNabb, McConnell, McCafferty, McQueen, McSpedden, McMillen, McFarland, McKissick, McCutchen, etc.


A typical tough western frontiersman was an Irishman by the name of Captain Thomas Kennedy, who was known for his fighting spirit and deadly aim with the flintlock musket. On that October day of decision in northwest South Carolina, this resourceful Son of Erin commanded a company of rugged volunteers in a battalion commanded by Scotch-Irish Colonel Joseph McDowell, the son of an Irish immigrant. A masterful preemptive strike launched by hundreds of western frontiersmen armed with Pennsylvania Long Rifles and the Dickert rifles (first made by Jacob Dickert of Lancaster, Pennsylvania, and eventually known as the Kentucky Rifle) that unleashed their “terrible firepower” on the large Tory force won the one-sided victory at Kings Mountain.


The lengthy expedition to the east side of the Appalachians that led to the sparkling success at Kings Mountain was funded by John Adair, the entry man for Sullivan County. He had migrated from County Antrim, Northern Ireland, bringing his family to America in 1772. Adair settled in the Holston River country nestled between the Clinch and Watauga Rivers that flowed west. These rough-hewn frontiersmen, including Adair and his son who fought side-by-side, “all had recent immigrant roots,” primarily from Ireland. Most importantly, the remarkable success at Kings Mountain was a major turning point of the American Revolution, leading the way to the final showdown at Yorktown.


These citizen-soldiers in buckskin, homespun cotton, and Indian moccasins, including Major William Candler who had been born in Belfast, Northern Ireland, were partly inspired to do the impossible against the Loyalists by the righteous words of Reverend Samuel Doak. Known as the “pioneer clergyman of the Watauga,” Doak’s parents were married on the crowded ship that sailed from Northern Ireland to America. Reading the words from the Holy Bible (Book of Judges) before the bowed frontiersmen, who wore tomahawks in leather belts and with Long Rifles by their side, Doak emphasized the urgent need for his devoted followers to wage a holy war with the “Sword of the Lord and of Gideon.” In an ancient conflict in the Holy Land, Gideon had led the ancient Israelites to victory over the hordes of Midianites, thanks to God’s blessings. A fiery Scotch-Irish Presbyterianism bestowed an emotional, righteous appeal that even inspired the most seemingly godless of men, who looked like they had never stepped into a church or said a prayer in their lives.


Unleashed by their popular commander Colonel William Campbell, certainly the toughest Scotch-Irish leader among the equally hardened western frontiersmen, with the inspiring command of “my brave boys, shout like hell and fight like devils,” mostly Scotch-Irish warriors sought to eliminate this potential threat to their frontier settlements west of the mountains. Closing on their opponent, these large-sized Celtic-Gaelic men “with long, matted hair” surged up the heavily wooded slopes of Kings Mountain. They dodged from tree to tree and fired from behind good cover in the traditional manner of Indian fighting while unleashing war cries that began to unnerve the surrounded Loyalists trapped on the crest.


After having been surrounded by a howling tide of frontiersmen, the Loyalists were cut to pieces by the accurate fire of the blazing Long Rifles, including one in the hands of Joseph Dickson of Scotch-Irish stock. And once Loyalist commander Major Patrick Ferguson was toppled off his horse by a hail of bullets and killed, all lingering resistance quickly crumbled. Hundreds of stunned Loyalists surrendered to escape certain destruction. Against all expectations, these experienced westerners vanquished the highly touted Major Ferguson and “a proud little Loyalist army” in record time. In the revealing words of British General Henry Clinton, “Kings Mountain was the first link in a chain of evil events that followed each other in regular succession until they at last ended in the total loss of America.”53


As a member of a hard-fighting Celtic clan, Scotch-Irishman John McCulloch, a veteran Indian fighter, lost his father, Lieutenant Thomas McCulloch, who was killed in the sweeping attack up the mountain’s timbered slope. The son described the triumphant moment when the surging frontiersmen “had driven the enemy, and had got on the top of the mountain [and] the enemy [then] surrendered” to the men who looked more like Indians than white men.54


Without pity, another Scotch-Irish soldier named John McQueen viewed the bloodstained body of Major Ferguson. He wrote of the deadly work of the Long Rifles, admiring that “there was 6 or 7 bullet holes through him. . . .”55 Once the Tories surrendered, the Irish and Scotch-Irish frontiersmen unleashed victory cheers in a great “hurrah for freedom” that echoed over Kings Mountain. They also danced Irish jigs around Ferguson’s body in celebration of one of the most remarkable victories in the annals of American military history.56 As revealed in a rare letter written when he had less than twenty-four hours to live, Major Ferguson should have known better than to tempt fate when he had the audacity to mock his fellow Celts, especially those frontiersmen of the mountain’s west side, as nothing but “barbarians:” an insulting threat that stirred up a hornet’s nest of enraged Irish and Scotch-Irish frontier warriors, who were determined to eliminate any threat that neared their western settlements and families.57


For the Irish people, however, the Irish-hating English, like Sir Humphrey Gilbert, had long been the true barbarians, and their viciousness toward Celtic-Gaelic people continued unabated on American soil throughout the American Revolution.58 For Gilbert and other English conquers of Ireland, the “native Irish [were] viewed as nothing more than beasts.” And Ferguson had brought the same contempt of Emerald Islanders to the western frontier, where he paid a high price for his arrogance.59 A British major described the Scotch-Irish of the South Carolina backcountry as “more savage than the Indians, and possess every one of their vices, but not one of their virtues.”60


As throughout the American Revolution’s course, such Irish heroes “were sneered at by the rich merchants of the lowlands [and] was held in contempt by the Continental army’s high command, and he was considered less than human by the British [and] Major Patrick Ferguson called him a bandit, a barbarian, a mongrel.”61 The Irish and the Scotch-Irish were winning key victories even while they were still “demonized” by members of the upper crust elite, who “were comfortable members of the establishment living safely east of the mountains.”62 These words of one of America’s enemies only mirrored the attitude of so many New Englanders of British descent as soon as the Irish immigrant stepped off the boat upon gaining Boston harbor, where they were long greeted with derisive calls and taunts of “St. Patrick’s Vermin.”63


By this time, the Irish were the world’s most natural revolutionaries, forged by a toxic (for England and Indians) mix of tragedy, history, and fate, who rejoiced in the name of rebel, which was a distinguished legacy and badge of honor in Ireland. Knowing as much about the realities of the Irish experience, Charles James Fox, the revered British Whig statesman, said it best: “The great asserters of liberty, the saviors of their country, the benefactors of mankind in all ages, have all been called rebels.”64 Likewise, one of Ferguson’s men vanquished at Kings Mountain grew to grudgingly admire the mostly Scotch-Irish victors without relinquishing the same contempt of Englishman Gilbert and other English conquers of Ireland: “This distinguished race of men are more savage than the Indians.”65 Of course, the “race” that he emphasized was the Irish. Upper-class colonials along the Eastern Seaboard viewed the Irish and Scotch-Irish on the frontier was nothing more than “white savages” because they lived on the wilderness edge of the known world.66


A lowly Scotch-Irish soldier, Alexander McMillian, who had been born in County Derry, Ulster Province, Northern Ireland, was one such forgotten Celtic-Gaelic “asserters of liberty.” Inspired by the memory of his beloved General Montgomery, a fellow Irishman, and his tragic loss in the lower town of Quebec, where he had followed his Ireland-born commander and suffered frostbite on one of his hands, McMillian obtained a measure of revenge on October 7, 1780. Private Alexander McMillian, who had migrated to America that same year as the doomed assault on Quebec (1775) and married his first cousin (Mary McMillian) in 1778, played his part in the remarkable success at Kings Mountain. Here, the Irishman’s barking Long Rifle, which was later heard again cutting down British regulars at the Battle of New Orleans when he served under Scotch-Irish Andy Jackson more than a quarter-century later at age sixty-three, claimed a number of unlucky Tory victims.67


Described as “a little dry Irishman,” Samuel Clowney, who was born in Ireland, was a representative example of the typical Son of Erin soldier: “though he belonged to the Presbyterian Church, like all of his Celtic race of that day, without being intemperate, he could not refrain from getting dry once in a while, and dearly loved ‘a wee bit of the crathure’ occasionally. He possessed a remarkable talent for sarcasm and invective; but he was, nevertheless, a most kind-hearted, benevolent man, greatly beloved by all who knew him. His [Irish] brogue was quite rich, and this, combined with a fund of genial Irish wit, made him a fascinating companion.”68


But most of all, Clowney was a resourceful fighter. He had migrated from Ireland and eventually built (after moving south from the Catawba River country of North Carolina) a log cabin at the South Carolina “settlement on the waters of Fair Forest, known as Ireland or the Irish Settlement, on account of the large number of settlers from the Emerald Isle.”69 Clowney was known for single-handedly capturing five Loyalist soldiers by acting as if he commanded a detail of patriots who were about to open fire if they did not immediately surrender. He escorted his captives back to camp, where the surprised colonel greeted him with the question, “Why Paddy [the popular name for an Irishman for the non-Irish], how did you take all these men?” He answered with a smile, “May it plase yer honor by me faith, I surrounded them.”70


When America’s struggle for liberty reached a new low in December 1776 after Washington’s Army had withdrawn through New Jersey and all the way to eastern Pennsylvania after suffering a series of disasters around New York City, the Continental Congress departed Philadelphia on December 12 to escape General William Howe’s fast-approaching British-Hessian Army and the almost certain fall of America’s capital that would be a death stroke to the sagging resistance effort. Displaying a lack of confidence in General Washington now that their lives were in peril if captured, which seemed likely, the Congressmen fled southeast to Baltimore, Maryland, abandoning their own capital.71


But why Baltimore? Historians have long overlooked the major reason why the panicked Congressional members took flight to that city. For the most part, this answer can be found in a rare letter, “Extract of a Letter from Baltimore to a Gentleman in New-York.” In this January 27, 1775, letter, months before the opening guns of Lexington and Concord erupted on a warm April morning, the writer described the rebellious state of Baltimore. More importantly, he also gave the exact reason why: “This Town is chiefly settled by Scotch-Irish . . . and it is melancholy truth, that such are, to a man, violently bent on supporting the good old cause, (that is the cause of fanaticism and sedition,) by taking Arms against” England.72


In the next war with England, Baltimore became famous for the staunch defense of Fort McHenry, where the national anthem was born. The masonry fort guarding Baltimore harbor was named in honor of one of Washington’s finest staff officers, James McHenry. He was born in Ballymen, Country Antrim, Ulster Province, on November 16, 1753. McHenry received a classical education in Dublin.73 Besides his medical skills, McHenry was noted for his Irish sense of humor, jovial nature, and cheerfulness that enlivened Washington’s staff during dreary hours of overwork at headquarters. When fellow staff member Alexander Hamilton, an exceptionally witty young man of Scottish antecedents on his father’s side and who had been inspired to full-blown revolutionary aspirations by Irishman Hercules Mulligan, imbued too much wine one night as a social event, McHenry provided a medical remedy that not only cured the young West Indian of his problem, but was calculated to “have a tendency also to correct your wit.”74


Enduring Mystery


American historians have generally ignored not only the distinguished early pre-Revolutionary War legacy of the Irish in arms for America, but also their 1775–1783 contributions to the winning of independence in what has been a twin silencing of the historical record in regard to significant Celtic-Gaelic contributions on every level. How could the overall image of such sterling patriots who made such important contributions from 1775 to 1783 in winning America’s independence have been almost entirely ignored in the historical record?


Long before the American Revolution’s beginning, the fear of the Irish posing a serious threat to British descent-based American civilization was a common feature of American life. The situation existed because of not only continued mass immigration from Ireland but also because the Irish, both Catholics and Scotch-Irish, stubbornly retained their Celtic-Gaelic ways on American soil: a development that involved pride in heritage and culture, resulting in a preservation of ancient folkways and value systems rather than relinquishing these qualities for quicker acclimation into the mainstream of American life.


This obsessive fear, if not paranoia, was then heightened into hysteria during the 1840s by the exodus of Irish, mostly Catholics, into America from Ireland’s Great Famine with the failure of the potato crop: a social development that profoundly influenced future generations of American historians, who wrote primarily for an upper-class audience. Like the upper-class contemporaries who “demonized” the Celtic-Gaelic people who fought in the American Revolution, they also viewed the Irish, especially lower-class immigrants, in negative terms that mirrored the historical xenophobia of the American public in general. Unfortunately for the Irish who fought and died from 1775 to 1783, these upper-class elites had a disproportionate influence on the writing of American history during the nineteenth and twentieth centuries.


The Celtic-Gaelic settler was widely seen as a degenerate and corrupting influence that threatened British-based American society and culture by colonial officials and non-Irish (almost anyone of British descent) before the American Revolution. Because this prejudiced view of the Irish became the pervasive stereotype, it is hardly surprising that the importance of the Irish role in the American Revolution was consistently long overlooked or minimized by the upper-class elites and the nationalists (themselves of mostly British descent).


One of the earliest concerns (rooted in part of America’s historic obsessive fears of racial intermixing) was that the Irish readily adapted to Indian ways on the western frontier because they were poor and largely on their own (without protection from the military or the East Coast-based elites and government). However, this necessary adaptation to their harsh western environment by the Celtic-Gaelic people was viewed by the non-Irish elites, clergymen, and settlers of British descent farther removed from the frontier as a form of debauchery and debasement. Without such a thorough adoption of the wilderness environment and Indian ways by the Celtic-Gaelic people, there would have been no victories by the mostly Irish and Scotch-Irish frontiersmen during the Indian conflicts (both before and during the war) and then at Kings Mountain. It took precisely such thoroughly acclimated soldiers, the “over mountain” men from west of the Appalachians, to achieve the expertise necessary to win such a remarkable victory at Kings Mountain and other pivotal battles of the American Revolution.75 “Paddy” (the common nickname for an Irishman) Carr was one such Son of Erin, who had acclimated to Indian ways, having been an Indian trader before the war. To the enemy, he was “quite as reckless and brutal as the worst specimens among the Red Men,” and took the war to the Loyalists of Georgia with a frontier band of patriots.76 By the time of the American Revolution, Henry Gillespie, living in a log cabin near the remote Turkey Cove community, was “a hardy Irishman” who “had perhaps been a dozen years in the country, and from whom the neighboring Gap [in the mountains] took its name. . . .”77


In fact, such assimilation was necessary for success long before the American Revolution and transformed Rogers’s Rangers into such an effective fighting force during the French and Indian War. Indians, especially warriors from the Stockbridge tribe, early imparted some of the tricks (along with the garb) of fighting Indian-style to a good many Scotch-Irish and Irish fighting men of Rogers’s Rangers. Along with Mohawk warriors, the Stockbridge Mohegan served as part of Rogers’s Rangers, enhancing war-waging capabilities.78 These Stockbridge Mohegan were also brilliantly used by Daniel Morgan, of Scotch-Irish descent, in harassing the invading British-Hessian Army of “Gentleman Johnny” Burgoyne, wearing it down week after week, stripping away its initiative, and helping to pave the way for that army’s October 17, 1777, surrender at Saratoga, New York.79


Although exaggerated, the popular concept of the “Celtic Indian” was not entirely a myth. Irishman Charles Murphy was a mixed-blood (his mother was Indian) interpreter for the Creek people during the American Revolution. He was nearly hanged by patriot militia in consequence.80 One Irishman who deserted the British Army before the war lived for nearly two decades with the Cherokee in absolute contentment.81 And during the French and Indian War, some of Rogers’s Rangers thoroughly acclimated, including Irishman Quinton Kennedy, who married a Mohawk woman.82 Pennsylvania-born John Connolly, the son of Irish immigrants, early knew the remote Ohio Valley and Illinois Country, along the Mississippi River, like few others. He also possessed extensive knowledge of Indian tribes and their languages. Major Ferguson was laid low by the Long Rifles at Kings Mountain in part because he had openly taunted these “Backwater men” as the “dregs of mankind” in part because they were “mongrels.”83 Ferguson’s words echoed those of the colonial elite, who viewed the Celtic-Gaelic people of the frontier as nothing more than a lowly “pack of beggars.”84


But the Irish and Scotch-Irish victors of Kings Mountain were certainly not savages. In truth, they were some of America’s most diehard patriots, including a good many immigrants from the Emerald Isle. Instead of turning into Indians as feared by easterners, they most of all retained their distinctive Irishness to a degree that made such a thorough transformation impossible. Ireland-born John Copeland, who had settled in South Carolina, was one of Kings Mountain’s victors. He wrote with considerable understatement how in his key battle that finally began to turn the war’s tide in the South, he “did his part upon the occasion as far as he was able.”85 Most importantly, the Scotch-Irish and Irish mountaineers who overran Kings Mountain and Ferguson’s command achieved “the most decisive, the most glorious fought [and] was of the greatest importance of any one battle that [was] ever fought in America,” in the words of a captain who fought there on a glorious October day for America.86


But doing their part in reaping an amazing victory at Kings Mountain came at a high price for a good many Celtic-Gaelic settlers. The Ireland-born father (John Crockett) of David Crockett, the former Tennessee Congressman known for his Irish sense of humor and who was killed in the defense of the Alamo on March 6, 1836, learned of the horrors of Indian warfare. While John was serving his country, John’s parents David and Elizabeth Crockett were killed by Indians in their isolated log cabin near today’s Rogersville, east Tennessee. In total, four Crockett boys fought at Kings Mountain, continuing the Scotch-Irish martial traditional of their Crockett ancestors who defended the walls of Derry, Northern Ireland with other Scotch-Irish in 1688–1689.87


Born in County Armagh, Ireland, in 1750, James Hawthorne also lost a great deal to make his American dream come true. In 1762, while living on the South Carolina frontier, he lost his wife and two daughters who were killed by Indians while a surviving son was carried away into captivity. But Hawthorne battled as a patriot during the American Revolution, rising to the rank of lieutenant colonel.88


In addition, other Irish victors of Kings Mountain suffered lesser tragedies when their homes were destroyed, such as an Ireland-born soldier named Gallaher. The Gallaher family’s log cabin on the Holston River, located in a remote area on the Appalachian’s west side, was burned to the ground in an Indian raid.89 Thomas Brandon was more fortunate. He, his parents, and the rest of the family migrated from Pennsylvania “with a colony of Irish Presbyterians,” who were forced “to fort against” rampaging Cherokees around a decade before the American Revolution.90 Carrying closely the injustices and tragedies from both sides of the Atlantic, the typical Irish soldier of America’s struggle for independence was highly motivated to even old scores. Teenager Thomas Young, of Scotch-Irish descent, evolved into a resourceful partisan in the vicious warfare that raged through South Carolina’s backwoods. In his own words, “my brother, John Young, was murdered [by Loyalists and] I shall never forget my feelings when told of his death . . . and swore that I would never rest till I had avenged his death. Subsequently a hundred Tories” were laid low by Thomas Young.91


But except for a precious few, like Young, who wrote memoirs, the stories of the common Irishmen who fought and sacrificed so much for their country have been forgotten, lost in the mists of time. The deliberate minimizing of Irish military achievements can be understandable from the purely nationalist point of view from which American history was early written, especially from the New England school at a time when even the Protestant Irish of the middle and upper classes in America wished to separate themselves from the lower-class immigrant Irish Catholics by embracing the designation of “Scotch-Irish,” while the Irish Catholics were designated as simply Irish. However, the story of the Irish and Scotch-Irish people, regardless of changing definitions, that reflected complex class and economic issues and conflicts between Irish Catholics and Protestants on both sides of the Atlantic, has far transcended simply their disproportionate military contributions. For example, historians have most often overlooked the significant political contributions of the Irish, including the Irish and Scotch-Irish signers of the Declaration of Independence.


The hidden story of the evolution of open revolt in the most populous colony of the thirteen, thanks to an exodus of Irish and Scotch-Irish (the vast majority of the population) who flooded Virginia between 1740 and 1770, has provided a notable example of the crucial importance of the revolution from below. While the gentry of Virginia, the upper-class elite that included Thomas Jefferson, Washington, and other Founding Fathers, have been long praised for solely persuading and leading common Virginians to support the drive for independence, the reality of the situation was in truth very much the opposite.
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