‘Here Comes That Damn Green Flag Again!’
By marches drear and dark and long

Through dull December’s gloom

The Federals’ serried cohorts strong

To Fredericksburg are come;

Majestic streams the ‘Stripes and Stars’

High o’er their ranks unrolled,

Though seamed with battle stains and scars


Its every flowing fold.

Beneath o’er far-extended rows

Are glittering banners seen

Where proudly ‘mongst the statliest shows

The emerald Irish Green.

For were the Irish absent e’er

From danger’s deadliest front?

Their Flag bespeaks them here to share


The brooding battle’s brunt.

Yes, when rude War with summons shrill

Roused vexed Columbia vast

The Irish thronged with native thrill

Obedient to the blast.

Bold hearts; they far had chased in flight

Erratic Fortune’s stars.

Till now on foreign fields they fight


Another nation’s wars.

And here, perhaps, opposed are met,

For battle dread arrayed,

Old friends who’d parted with regret

In vales mid Munster mountains set

Where idly oft, ere exiles yet, 

Together far they’d strayed.

For many a Kelly, Burke and Shea

Both fought and held command

And green flags bore triumphantly

Midst bannered Southern chivalry

Neath men like Johnson, Hood and Lee


Who led that warrior land.

Past Fredericksburg the Federal ranks

A further march essay,

But Rappahannock’s guarded banks

Forbidding, bar their way.

And when by ferry, raft and bridge

They’d forced the wintry flood

St. Marye’s grimly towering ridge


Beyond, defiant stood.

Upon its cannon-crested length

And up its trench-scarred sides

The Southern army’s mustered strength

The gathering battle bides.

Who’ll foremost beard this lion’s lair?

Who’ll storm those bristling guns?

Who’ll force this fearful hillside where

Destruction sweeps its bosom bare?

Ah, who should desperate duty dare


But Erin’s soldier sons –

Those valiant men by Meagher led,

Great Meagher of the Sword, 

Whose flag, where boldest hearts have bled, 

Has flown o’er fields of vanquished dead, 

Has often far in battle led


But never once been lowered.

But few the leader’s words: his brand

Waved towards that hilltop’s marge:

‘With me,’ he cries, ‘You gallant band,

For this, our dear adopted land,

For glory of the Green Flag and


For Ireland’s honour – Charge!’

As onward through the crashing wood

The fierce tornado raves,

As Rappahannock’s wintry flood

Pours down in swelling waves

At Meagher’s word, with flag on high

Mid belching cannons’ roar,

With wild hurrah and battle cry,

While showering shot and bullets fly

And battle thunders rend the sky


The Irish upward tore.

Though flanking forces backward roll

In broken disarray

Yet labouring, straining towards its goal

That Green Flag waves its way;

As strives the storm-tost, struggling sail

‘Gainst billowy seas and adverse gale

With desperate purpose to prevail


And reach the neighbouring bay.

Vain ramparts, trenches, barricades

To stay their headlong course;

Defying withering fusilades

While every man through blood deep wades

Resistless sweeps the bold Brigade’s


Impetuous fiery force.

The foe, in mute amaze, beholds

Up war-swept scarpments steep,

Behind their banners’ beckoning folds, 

Those Irish onward sweep.

And yet more loud the thunders clap,

More dread the bullets rain,

More fierce the blows the foemen swap, 

More crimsoned grows the hillside’s wrap,

And ghastlier gapes each gory gap 


And corpse-encumbered lane.

The rising sun’s ensanguined rays

The skies about and o’er them blaze,

But ere they win the higher ways, 

Their powers, expended, fade;

So through the war clouds o’er them pent

Their path the Irish upward rent 

Till by the rising slope’s ascent


Their conquering course was stayed.

Nor then did one brief pause abate

That murderous missile hail;

Red slaughter raves insatiate;

The Green Flag’s fortunes fluctuate –

Alas, that odds’ o’erwhelming weight


Gainst valour should prevail!

Ah, gallant hearts in hundreds bleed

And red flow mingling tides,

As Meagher’s valourous soldiers cede

That slope’s unsheltered sides;

Not beaten cede: for battle new

Defiantly they form;

Though comrades cold the hill bestrew,

With blent ‘Old Ireland, boys, aboo’

All fearlessly the remnant few


Once more the mountain storm.

‘Here comes that damn Green Flag again!’

The Southern General swears;

‘Tis not, he knows, a challenge vain

That dreaded banner bears.

‘Let guns,’ he roars, ‘with piled-up powers

Pour fast Inferno’s worst,

As thick as fall the hail-drop showers

When thunder cloud electric lours


And lightnings from it burst.’

Then carnage dread with horrors vie

As changeful hours advance;

The Irish fight and bleed and die

But never waver once.

As crested billows swelling rise

O’er waves that war amain,

Their flag above the battle flies

While salvoes shake yet more the skies


And higher heap the slain.

Three Hundred held a Pass of old

‘Gainst millions’ marshalled might;

And here ‘gainst foemen manifold

No martial feats surpassing bold

‘Twould need, with nature’s help, to hold


This frowning, fortressed height.

Success will oft elude the brave

Even when they merit most;

The valiant all too often have 

For guerdon got but lowly grave

When sank the Cause they could not save

Even at their life blood’s cost.

But passing years will more proclaim

And sanctify each deathless name

While haloes round them brighter flame


Though cold by failure crossed.

With deeds the name of Sparta’s king

And Roncesvalles to memory bring,

Which Poles of Kosciusko sing

And Scots of Wallace boast;

With ev’ry deed the storied world

Records of men whose flag was furled

O’er battle nobly lost

Be joined the feats of those who died

By Rappahannock’s wintry tide,

When courage was so grimly tried

And proved in danger’s post:

To them be glasses high with pride


All raised in reverent toast.

And when we speak of fields where bright

Our battle banner flamed,

Where high it beamed in victory’s light

O’er vanquished tyrant’s trampled might

Let Fredericksburg’s thrice hallowed height

Be with the proudest named.

NOTES.

Beneath o’er far-extended rows

Are glittering banners seen.

‘As one glanced at the colours displayed at the headquarters of the different regiments he recognised in their splendid blazonry the mottoes and insignia of the different states they represented as well as the mottoes and insignia of the various nationalities that diversified the character of the national army.’


Meagher’s description.

.  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .

The Irish thronged with native thrill

Obedient to the blast.

Conyngham, historian of the Irish Brigade in America, states that there were 175,000 Irishmen in the Federal armies.

.  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .

And green flags bore thiumphantly

Midst bannered Southern chivalry

In the Southern armies there were many Irish regiments. At the outbreak of the war Meagher was popular in the South, and when the call to arms came some Irishmen there formed a Company which they named Meagher’s Guards. When they found that Meagher had espoused the Northern cause they changed the name to Emerald Light Guards.

St Marye’s Heights were held against Meagher’s Brigade by a Southern Division in which there were a number of Irish regiments.

.  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .


‘Whose flag where boldest hearts have bled
Has flown o’er fields of vanquished dead

Has often far in battle led


But never once been lowered.

It was the proud boast of Meagher’s Brigade that they never lost a flag. At the  battle of Malvern Hill eight standard-bearers in succession fell but at Meagher’s word the flag was rescued and borne again at the head of the Brigade as it swept the foe before it.

The flag of the 69th was missing after the Battle of Fredericksburg. Next day the colour sergeant was discovered dead with his hands clasped upon his breast. The staff of the missing flag lay near. The detached flag was found wrapped round the sergeant’s body with a bullet hole through it and through his heart.


.  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .
‘With me,’ he cries, ‘You gallant band.’

Meagher always led his men in battle. A Colonel of the 69th, when presenting new colours to his regiment in December, ’63, addressed them thus: ‘The words of our general when danger had to be faced were not ‘Go, boys, go,’ but ‘Come, boys, follow me.’’  And Richard O'Gorman, a New York judge, in an oration on Meagher, said: ‘In Ireland, in America, he invited no man to danger that he was not ready to share.’
