Meagher of the Sword

Patriot Orator of the Young Irelanders
In the long list of our country’s brilliant sons there are few names that stand out so prominently and have such an appeal to Irishmen as that of Thomas Francis Meagher, the great Young Irelander of just a century ago. Like Robert Emmet, the romantic rebel who appeared on the Irish stage some forty years previously, Meagher, too, was a brilliant orator, intensely devoted to his country’s cause, high-souled, chivalrous and surpassingly brave. Like Emmett he too at the early age of twenty-five ‘perilled all’ for his country, and like Emmett, Meagher also made an impassioned speech from the dock in which he avowed his ‘crime,’ gloried in his ‘treason,’ and proclaimed his faith in the ultimate triumph of the cause for which he was prepared to give his life.

Ere yet twenty years old, Meagher began to take part in public life and both presided and spoke at political meetings. About this time, the early forties, O'Connell’s Repeal agitation and his Monster Meetings were sweeping the country. The Irish people in general had practically unlimited confidence in the Liberator’s powers and promises and felt assured that ‘Repeal,’ then the goal of national aspirations, was on the point of being achieved. But the proclamation by the government of the Monster Meeting to be held at Clontarf in October, 1843, the abandonment of that meeting by O'Connell under threat of the proclamation, together with the subsequent arrest and imprisonment of the Liberator and a number of his associates had brought matters to a crisis between the government and the Repeal Association. And the government had clearly won. They had shown their strength, had asserted their authority, and had intimidated and humiliated O'Connell. The people, it is true, rallied round the imprisoned leader more enthusiastically then ever, and from Richmond gaol he sent letters announcing that the independence of the country was never so certain. On his release he was welcomed by immense crowds and accompanied by an imposing procession through the streets of Dublin. To all seeming he was more than ever looked up to by his countrymen.

‘Never at any moment in his life,’ wrote Mitchel, referring to the enthusiastic ovation he received on coming out of prison, ‘did he hold the people so wholly in his hand.’

Yet in face of the government’s recent action and of O'Connell’s tame acquiescence in the proclamation of his meeting there were many who began to have misgivings as to the success of the Liberator’s methods. Young and zealous members of the Repeal Association grew impatient of repeated promises which failed to materialise and they now favoured a more active policy than had been hitherto pursued. In vigorous prose and verse they voiced such views in The Nation a Dublin weekly paper established in 1842 by Davis, Duffy and Dillon. In songs and articles they sought to rouse the pride and spirit of the people, to inspire them ‘with a lofty and heroic love of their country, a Nationality in spirit as well as in letter,’ as the founders of The Nation had declared to be their aim.

Week after week the columns of this Dublin organ teemed with fiery contributions from this brilliant band of writers, the ‘Young Irelanders’ as they soon came to be called. They were all professedly followers of O'Connell and loyal members of the Repeal Association. But the Liberator was by no means pleased with their activities. He was suspicious of their aims and often found himself in conflict with their views.

To O'Connell and to some of his supporters anything savouring of insurrection or armed conflict was anathema, not because the use of arms was unwise or impracticable but on the principle enunciated by O'Connell himself that the liberty of the world was not worth the shedding of one drop of human blood.

Meagher was amongst the most active of the young enthusiasts who gave their adherence to the more virile doctrines preached by The Nation. He appealed to his countrymen from the platform rather than through the Press and thrilled and enraptured his hearers by the lyrical eloquence of his speeches and the impassioned patriotism they breathed. He became known as the Orator of the Young Ireland Party, and quickly sprang to the foremost place in its ranks.

O'Connell had a warm admiration for Meagher and when a cleavage of views began to assert itself amongst the Repealers he was particularly desirous of retaining Meagher’s influence in support of his own doctrine of moral as opposed to physical force.

‘These young men,’ he once warned Meagher, ‘will lead you into danger.’

‘They may lead me into danger,’ was Meagher’s reply, ‘but never into dishonour.’

The rift between the two sections of the Repealers quickly widened. The advanced policy of the ‘Young Irelanders’ jarred more and more on the associates and friends of the Liberator. O'Connell himself seemed even to resent the assumption of the name Young Irelanders by these writers in The Nation and by their disciples. There was in it an implication that his own policy was outworn and that he himself was overstaying his day. ‘Young Ireland,’ he declared, ‘may play what pranks it please. I don’t envy them the name they rejoice in. I shall stand for Old Ireland and I have a notion that Old Ireland will stand by me.’ He insisted yet more strongly on his doctrine of moral force. He spoke of ‘the fiendish nonsense that suggests physical force and violent achievement.’

‘I tell you at once,’ he emphasised on another occasion, ‘I will not go on with you unless you join with me against physical force. I do not accept the services of any man who does not agree with me both in theory and in practice.’

All this time the Young Irelanders, unperturbed, were sending broadcast through The Nation their war songs, rallying songs, marching songs, songs in glorification of Ireland’s martial heroes, of her victorious battlefields at home and abroad, songs apostrophising ‘The Dawn,’ ‘Freedom,’ the ‘Green Flag,’ etcetera.

As the friction continued to grow the O'Connellites determined to bring matters to a head and to put down with a strong hand these presumptuous young men.

In July, 1846, at a meeting of the Repeal Association in Dublin, presided over by the Lord Mayor, O'Connell’s friends brought forward the historic ‘Peace Resolutions’ embodying the maxim that Liberty was not worth one drop of human blood.

After a number of those present had spoken Meagher rose and delivered the famous ‘Sword Speech,’ perhaps the finest outburst of flowery, glowing eloquence that has ever been uttered in the English tongue. This speech gained for him the title by which he is introduced at the opening of this article.

The Sword Speech

After stressing the futility of alliance with the British Whigs (then the policy of the O'Connellites), and having asserted the right of the Irish people to self-government, he vindicated the policy of The Nation with which he avowed himself identified, and then went on to express his gratitude to O'Connell, ‘the man,’ he acknowledged, ‘who struck the fetters off my limbs while I was yet a child.’

Coming to what he called  ‘the question of the day,’ the Peace Resolutions, he dissented from them because he conceived there was not the least necessity for them. No member of the Association was suggesting an appeal to arms; no member of the Association was advising it; none would be so infatuated as to do so. In the existing circumstances of the country an excitement to arms would he thought, be senseless – would be to rhapsodise. There might be a riot in the street; there would be no revolution in the country.

But he dissented from the Resolutions on other grounds.

‘I dissent from them,’ he declared, ‘for I felt that by assenting to them I should have pledged myself to the unqualified repudiation of physical force in all countries, at all times, and under every circumstance. This I could not do. For, my lord,’ (addressing the chairman), ‘I do not abhor the use of arms in the vindication of national rights. There are times when arms will alone suffice…. The soldier is proof against an argument – but he is not proof against a bullet. The man that will listen to reason let him be reasoned with but it is the weaponed arm of the patriot that can alone prevail against battalioned despotism. Then, my lord, I do not condemn the use of arms as immoral, nor do I conceive it profane to say that the King of Heaven, the Lord of Hosts! The God of Battles! bestows His benediction upon those who unsheathe the sword in the hour of a nation’s peril. From that evening on which, in the valley of Bethulia, He nerved the arm of the Jewish girl to smite the drunken tyrant in his tent down to this our day in which He has blessed the insurgent chivalry of the Belgian priest, His Almighty hand hath ever been stretched forth from His throne of light to consecrate the flag of freedom – to bless the patriot’s sword! Be it in the defence, or be it in the assertion of a people’s liberty, I hail the sword as a sacred weapon; and if, my lord, it has sometimes taken the shape of the serpent and reddened the shroud of the oppressor with too deep a dye, like the anointed rod of the High Priest, it has at other times, and as often, blossomed into celestial flowers to deck the freeman’s brow.

‘Abhor the sword! Stigmatize the sword! No, my lord, for in the passes of the Tyrol it cut to pieces the banner of the Bavarian and through those cragged passes struck a path to fame for the peasant insurrectionists of Innsbruck!

‘Abhor the sword! Stigmatize the sword!  No, my lord, for at its blow a giant nation started from the waters of the Atlantic, and by its redeeming magic and in the quivering of its crimson light the crippled colony sprang into the attitude of a proud republic – prosperous, limitless, and invincible.

‘Abhor the sword! Stigmatize the sword! No, my lord, for it swept the Dutch marauders out of the fine old towns of Belgium – scourged them back to their own phlegmatic swamps and knocked their flag and sceptre, their laws and bayonets into the sluggish water of the Scheldt.

‘My lord, I learned that it was the right of a nation to govern itself – not in this hall but on the ramparts of Antwerp. This, the first article of a nation’s creed, I learned upon those ramparts, where freedom was justly estimated and where the possession of the precious gift was purchased by the effusion of generous blood.

‘My lord, I honour the Belgians for their courage and their daring and I will not stigmatize, for I do not abhor the means by which they obtained a Citizen King, a Chamber of Deputies –’

At this point John O'Connell, the Liberator’s son, rose excitedly and declared he could not listen to the expression of such sentiments. Either Mr. Meagher, he affirmed, must cease to be a member of the Association or the Association must cease to exist.

William Smith O'Brien and others intervened to obtain a hearing for Meagher. But they pleaded in vain. And generations of Irishmen have since then lamented, as future generations will, no doubt, also lament, the action of the man who prevented the continuation of this sublimely eloquent oration.

Meagher and his friends thereupon left Conciliation Hall and never returned. Early in 1847 they formed a new body, the Irish Confederation, the aims of which were practically the same as those of the Repeal Association. At the inaugural meeting they proclaimed that their object was to obtain the legislative independence of their country by force of opinion and by the exercise of all the political, social, and moral influence within their reach. But they deprecated alliance with English parties, denounced place hunting, as so freely practised by the body they had quitted, and held the use of arms to be, under certain conditions, a lawful and righteous means of obtaining redress.

In 1847 famine spread throughout the land. In May of that year O'Connell died at Genoa on his way to Rome. His death caused something of a reaction in certain sections against the ‘Young Irelanders’ whose opposition, the O'Connellites declared, had hastened their great leader’s end. (On the death of Parnell some forty years later precisely the same accusations were made against many of his opponents)

In September, ’47, at a meeting in Cork Opera House, William Smith O'Brien and Meagher were refused a hearing. All their attempts to speak were drowned by the cries of the crowds in the galleries, calling out ‘Who killed O'Connell?’ Denny Lane and Michael Joseph Barry, two Cork Young Irelanders, tried to calm the disorder but their appeals for a hearing for their friends were in vain. Meagher, however, clutching the railings of the platform for support, persevered in his efforts. Making his voice heard above the din, he captured, by degrees, the attention of the audience and in a short time had the entire gathering listening spell-bound to his words. 

The deplorable condition of the starving millions, the hopelessness of obtaining redress by constitutional means and the militant ardour of the Confederate clubs, spreading fast through town and country, set many thinking, and even talking openly, of armed insurrection. Of those John Mitchel was the most outspoken. He advocated a combination amongst the people to prevent the export of Irish provisions, to break up highways, to obstruct the seizure of grain and cattle and, in general, to offer such a resistance as had proved successful against the collection of tithes some dozen years earlier. For this purpose he advised the people not to give up their arms, as they had been called upon to do by a recent Coercion Act, but to provide themselves with more and, when opportunity offered, to use them.

 Many of Mitchel’s colleagues thought he was travelling too fast. His recommendations, they held, would involve the country in a state of war for which, at the time, it was unprepared. But as Mitchel and his supporters continued to urge their proposals, William Smith O'Brien, at a meeting in Dublin in February, ’48, brought forward resolutions dissociating the Confederation from the policy advocated by Mitchel.

In the debate, which lasted for three days, opposing views manifested themselves. Meagher was absent from the Capital on the first two evenings and did not arrive in the city till the morning of the third day. Thus he was called upon to speak practically extempore. And in defending O'Brien’s resolution he laboured under the further difficulty of advising against a course of action which, under the circumstances of the day, might well call for the support of bold and courageous men. Yet the speech he delivered on the occasion is generally conceded to have been one of the most powerful and appealing of all his gifted efforts. 

His Speech Against Adopting a War Policy

‘You are to decide whether constitutional agitation is to be given up or not…..Previous however, to our going into the merits of constitutional agitation I think that upon one point we are quite agreed – quite agreed that, whatever policy we may adopt, all this vague talk should cease with which your ears have long been vexed for so long a period. All this vague talk about a crisis at hand – shouts of defiance – Louis Philip is upwards of seventy – France remembers Waterloo – the first gun fired in Europe – all this obscure babble – all this meaningless mysticism must be swept away. Ten thousand guns fired in Europe would announce no glad tidings to you if their lightning flashed upon you in a state of disorganisation and incertitude. Sir, I know of no nation that has won it independence by an accident. Trust blindly to the future . . . . envelop yourselves in mist, leave everything to chance – masters of no weapons – scholars of no science – incompetent to decide – irresolute to act – powerless to achieve …… In this bewilderment are you content to wander until a sign appears in heaven and the mystery is disentangled by a miracle? . . . . . Do you prefer to substitute a driftless superstition in place of a determined system – groping, fumbling after possibilities, instead of seizing the agencies within your reach?…..  You have too sure a confidence in the resources you possess to leave to chance what you can accomplish by design. A deliberate plan of action is then essential – something positive – something definite.. . . . . .Is it not come to this, that we have to choose between a constitutional policy and an insurrection? Is an insurrection probable? If probable, is it practicable? Prove to me that it is and I for one will vote for it this very night. . . . . I support the constitutional policy not from choice but from necessity. My strongest feelings are in favour of the policy advised by Mr. Mitchel. I wish to God that I could defend that policy. It is a policy that calls forth the noblest passions – it kindles genius, generosity, heroism. It is far removed from the tricks and crimes of politics – for the young, the gallant and the good it has the most powerful attractions. In the history of this kingdom the names that burn above the dust and desolation of the past – like the lamps in the old sepulchres of Rome – shed their glory round the principles of which a deep conviction of our weakness compels me this night to be the opponent . . . . . .These classes, you will tell us, have lost all faith in legal agencies and through such agencies despair of the slightest exemption from their sufferings.’

‘Stung to madness – day by day gazing upon the wreck and devastation that surround them, until the brain whirls like a ball of fire – they see but one red pathway lined with gibbets and hedged with bayonets leading to deliverance. But will that pathway lead them to deliverance? Have these classes upon which alone you now rely the power to sweep like a torrent through the pathway, dashing aside the tremendous obstacles that confront them?. . . . . Without discipline, without arms, without food – beggared by the law, starved by the law, diseased by the law, demoralized by the law, opposed to the might of England they would have the weakness of a vapour.’

‘You know well, my friends, that I am not one of those tame moralists who say that liberty is not worth a drop of blood. . . . . Against this miserable maxim the noblest virtue that has served and sanctified humanity appears in judgement. From the blue waters of the Bay of Salamis – from the valley over which the sun stood still and lit the Israelites to victory – from the cathedral in which the sword of Poland has been sheathed in the shroud of Kosciousko – from the convent of St. Isidore where the fiery hand that rent the ensign of St. George upon the plains of Ulster has mouldered into dust – from the sands of the desert where the wild genius of the Algerine so long has scared the eagle of the Pyrennes – from the ducal palace in this kingdom where the memory of the gallant Geraldine enhances, more than royal favour, the nobility of his race – from the solitary grave which within this mute city a dying bequest has left without an epitaph – oh, from every spot where heroism has had its sacrifice or its triumph a voice breaks in upon the cringing crowds that cheer this wretched maxim, crying out ‘away with it, away with it!’

‘It is not then a pedantic reverence for common law, it is not a whining solicitude for the preservation of the species that dictates the vote I give this night. . .’

Mr. O'Brien’s resolutions were carried by 317 votes to 188, a result to which Meagher’s speech very largely contributed.

But there was soon a change of feeling. The year ’48, the year of revolutions, accelerated revolutionary ideas. Throughout Europe the old order was changing, vanishing amid blood and battle. Thrones were crashing, crowns were falling, dynasties disappearing. The fever spread to Ireland and the long enslaved people of the country were soon carried away by the excitement of the time.

Confederate clubs began to arm and to prepare for war. Mitchel in the ‘United Irishman’ openly and boldly preached sedition. The Nation followed in the same tone. From the Platform as well as from the Press there were public appeals for rebellion. Meagher was now amongst the most fiery of those who pleaded for insurrection. On the flight of King Louis Philippe of France in February, ’48, addresses of congratulation to the French Republican government were voted by the Irish Confederation and by the citizens of Dublin. Meagher, with William Smith O'Brien, and a gentleman named Hollywood, were deputed to convey the addresses to Paris. At a public meeting in Dublin before their departure Meagher, addressing a crowded gathering, advised:

‘If the constitution opens to us no path to freedom, if the Union be maintained in spite of the will of the Irish people, if the government of Ireland insist on being a government of dragoons and bombardiers, of detectives and light infantry, then up with the barricades and invoke the God of Battles.’

The government, of course, soon took action. William Smith O'Brien, Mitchel and Meagher were arrested, O'Brien and Meagher for seditious speeches, Mitchel for seditious writings. O'Brien and Meagher were acquitted but Mitchel was sentenced to fourteen years’ transportation.

Speech at Limerick –‘ Seditious Language.’

While Messrs. O'Brien, Meagher and Mitchel were awaiting their trials they were entertained at a soiree by the Confederates of Limerick city. Addressing the assembly in the course of the evening Meagher thus referred to seditious language:

‘It is not in the language of the lawyer or the police magistrate that the wrongs and aspirations of an oppressed nation should be stated, for the pang with which it writhes – for the passion with which it heaves – for the chafed heart – the burning brain – the quickening pulse – the soaring soul - there is a language quite at variance with the grammar and syntax of a government. It is generous, bold and passionate. It often glows with the fire of genius – it sometimes thunders with the spirit of the prophet. It is tainted with no falsehood – it is polished with no flattery. In the desert – on the mountain – within the city – everywhere – it has been spoken throughout the ages. It requires no teaching – it is the inherent and imperishable language of humanity. Kings, soldiers, judges, hangmen have proclaimed it. In pools of blood they have sought to cool and quench this fiery tongue. They have built the prison, they have launched the convict ship – they have planted the gallows tree – to warn it to be still. The sword, the sceptre, the black mask, the guillotine – all have failed. Sedition wears the crown in Europe on this day and the scaffold on which the poor scribes of royalty had scrawled her death sentence is the throne upon which she receives the homage of humanity and guarantees its glory. Therefore it is that I do not blush for the crime with which I have been charged.’

Continuing he spoke on the inspiration of: 

The Walls of Limerick.

‘You have invited a traitorous triumvirate to your ancient and gallant city and honoured them this evening. In doing so you have taken your stand against the government of England, and I know of no spot in Ireland where a braver stand should be made than here by the waters of the Shannon where the sword of Sarsfield flashed. Whilst the old Treaty Stone, without the Thomond Gate, attests the courage and the honour of your fathers the nerve and faith of Limerick shall never be mistrusted. No, there could be no coward born within those walls which in their old age instruct so thrillingly the young hearts that gaze upon them with reverence, whispering to them, as they do, memories that drive the blood in boiling currents through the veins – telling those young hearts not to doubt, not to falter, not to fear – that in a sunnier hour the Wild Geese shall yet return from France.’

He went on to speak of the effects of the Famine, then devastating the country.

‘Yes, you, you starved wretch, lying naked in that ditch, with clenched teeth and staring eye, gazing on the clouds that redden with the flames in which your hovel is consumed – what matters it that the claw of hunger is fastening in your heart – what matters it that the hot poison of the fever is shooting through your brain – what matters it that the tooth of the lean dog is cutting through the bone of that dead child of which you were once the guardian – what matters it that the lips of that spectre there, once the pride and beauty of the village when you wooed and won her as your bride, are blackened with the blood of the youngest to whom she had given birth – what matters is that the golden grain which has sprung from the sweat you squandered on the soil has been torn from your grasp, and Heaven’s first decree to fallen man be contravened by human law – what matters is that you are thus pained and stung – thus lashed and maddened!  Hush!  Beat back the passion that rushes to your heart – check the curse that gurgles in your throat – die! die without a groan! die without a struggle, for the government which starves you desires to live in peace.’

‘Shall this be so? Shall the conquest of Ireland be this year completed? Shall the spirit which has survived the pains and penalties of centuries – which has never ceased to stir the heart of Ireland with the hope of a better day – which has lived through the desolation of the last year and kept the old flag flying in spite of the storm which rent its folds – what! shall this spirit sink down at last – tamed and crippled by the blow which has been struck – muttering no sentiment that is not loyal, legal, slavish and corrupt?  Why should I put this question?. . . . . Have I not already caught the quick beating of the heart which many men had said was cold and dull and, in its strong pulsation, heard the rushing of that current which for a time may overflow the land – overflow it to fertilise, to restore, to beautify? The mind of Ireland no longer wavers. It has acquired the faith, the consistency, the heroism of a predestined martyr. It foresees the worst – prepares for the worst. The cross, as in Milan, glitters in the haze of battle and points to eternity. We shall no longer seek for liberty in the byeways. On the broad field, in front of a foreign sword, the soul of this nation, grown young and chivalrous again, shall clothe herself, like the Angel of Resurrection, in the white robe and point to the sepulchre that is void; or shall mount the scaffold – that eminence on which many a radiant transfiguration has taken place – and bequeath to the crowd below a lesson for their instruction.’

The Proposed Rescue of John Mitchel.

Before Mitchel’s trial came off the Dublin Confederate clubs, anticipating a conviction, had planned to rescue him on his way from the gaol to the convict ship awaiting him at Dunlaoghaire. Meagher was at first amongst the most determined of the supporters of the venture and had declared that before the government placed Mitchel in a convict ship Dunlaoghaire harbour would be one sea of blood.

But the cooler and wiser among the Confederates succeeded in restraining their more impulsive colleagues and Meagher became convinced that the attempt would be madness. In the course of a speech at a meeting of the Confederation a few days later he defended the change of plans and continued as follows:

‘. . . . I now look forward to an event – the shadow of which already encompasses us – for the vindication of my conduct and the attestation of my truth.  . . . We are no longer masters of our lives. They belong to our country – to liberty – to vengeance. Upon the walls of Newgate a fettered hand has inscribed this destiny. We shall be the martyrs or the rulers of a revolution.’

The ‘event’ to which he looked exultingly forward was the proposed ‘rising’ when the harvest would have been gathered in.

The ‘fettered hand’ was that of John Mitchel who, while awaiting his trial at Newgate addressed a letter to his countrymen through the ‘United Irishman,’ rejoicing that whatever befell himself, his work was nearly done, that ‘Moral Force,’  ‘Patience and Perseverance’ were scattered to the wild winds of Heaven, that the music his countrymen loved best to hear was the rattle of arms and the ring of the rifle. He thanked God that the game was afoot at last, that the liberty of Ireland was sure and that, wherever between the poles he might chance to be, he would ‘hear the crash of the downfall of the thrice-accursed British Empire.’

In somewhat similar words Mitchel had already addressed the judges who had passed sentence upon him.

‘The Roman who saw his hand burning to ashes before the tyrant promised that three hundred should follow out his enterprise. Can I not promise for one, for two, for three?’

indicating as he spoke, Reilly, Martin and Meagher.

‘Promise for me,’  ‘and me,’  ‘and me, Mitchel,’ rose around the court from his friends.

Continuing his defiant address Mitchel proudly repeated


‘For one, for two, for three?  Ay for hundreds?’

In the wild excitement that followed, the judges fled from the bench; Mitchel was carried away waving his hands in a last salute to his friends and Meagher and Doheny were arrested for their display of feeling.

On the 28th July, two months after Mitchel’s transportation, William Smith O'Brien, ‘the hero of the cabbage garden,’ as he was mockingly designated by the English, made his ill-starred attempt at insurrection at Ballingarry. At the time Meagher was in another part of the country inciting the people to take up arms and to raise the flag of rebellion. He was immediately outlawed and a fortnight later was arrested. After a six-day trial in Clonmel Courthouse he was found guilty of high treason. On being asked what he had to say why sentence of death should not be passed upon him he replied with his usual eloquence:

Meagher’s Speech from The Dock.

‘My lords, it is my intention to say only a few words. I desire that the last act of a proceeding which has occupied so much of the public time should be of short duration.  . . . . Did I fear that hereafter, when I shall be no more, the country I tried to serve would speak ill of me I might indeed avail myself of this solemn moment to vindicate my sentiments and my conduct. But I have no such fear .  . . . For I know that my fate will meet with sympathy and my memory will be honoured.  . .  .

‘With my countrymen I leave my memory, my sentiments, my acts, proudly feeling that they require no vindication from me this day .  . . . I am here to regret nothing I have ever done, to regret nothing I have ever said. I am here to crave with no faltering lip the life I have consecrated to the independence of my country. Far from it. Even here, here where the thief, the libertine, the murderer have left their footprints in the dust – here on this spot where the shadows of death surround me and from which I see my early grave opening for me in an unanointed soil – even here, encircled by those terrors, that hope which beckoned me forth to the perilous sea on which I have been wrecked still animates, consoles, enraptures me. No;  I do not despair of my poor old country – her peace, her liberty, her glory. For that country I can do no more than bid her hope. To lift this island up – to make her a benefactor to humanity instead of being, as she is now, the meanest beggar in the world, to restore her to her native powers and ancient constitution – this has been my ambition and this ambition has been my crime.  . . . But the history of Ireland explains that crime and justifies it . . . . Judged by that history the treason of which I stand convicted loses all its guilt, has been sanctified as a duty, and will be ennobled as a sacrifice .  .  .  . . I now bid farewell to the country of my birth, of my passions, of my death, a country whose misfortunes have evoked my sympathies – whose factions I have sought to quell – whose intelligence I prompted to a lofty aim – whose freedom has been my fatal dream. To that country I now offer, as a pledge of the love I bore her and of the sincerity with which I spoke and thought and struggled for her, the life of a young heart; and with that life the hopes, the honours, the endearments of a happy, a prosperous and an honourable home.

Proceed then, my lords, with your sentence. I am prepared to hear it – I trust I am prepared to meet its execution. I shall go, I think, with a light heart before a higher tribunal, a tribunal where a Judge of infinite goodness as well as of infinite justice will preside, and where, my lords, many, many of the judgements of this world will be reversed.’

He was sentenced to death but this was later commuted to transportation for life. Exiled to Van Diemen’s Land in Australia he managed to escape from the place in 1852, and shortly afterwards he succeeded in reaching America where he was joyously welcomed by the Irish exiles. He lectured extensively through the States, travelled through Central America, and returned to New York where he published a journal called the ‘Irish News.’ But, as we can understand, the Sword had more attractions for him than the Pen. On the outbreak of the American Civil War in 1861 he volunteered for service in the Northern army and set about recruiting Irishmen for Corcoran’s 69th New York (Irish) regiment. This was the same Michael Corcoran who had refused to parade his regiment before the Prince of Wales (afterwards King Edward VII), when that scion of English royalty was on a visit to the States in October, 1860. Corcoran, true soldier though he was, chose to be guilty of a breach of military discipline rather than demean himself and his regiment in obeisance to a prince whom he, and every man under his command, regarded as a symbol of the centuries-old oppression of their native land.

American Civil War.

Battle of Bull Run.

In one of the first great battles of the Civil War, that at Bull Run in July, 1861, the 69th played an outstanding part. The armies on both sides were mainly composed of raw recruits and sections were stampeded into disorderly flight.

‘When we reflect,’ wrote the American historians, Watson and Patton, ‘that nine-tenths, perhaps, of the men on both sides were volunteers, and went into battle for the first time, it is not strange that it should have ended in one side or the other becoming panic-stricken. Many of the regiments displayed great bravery and coolness. The 69th New York pushed far to the front, and lost by capture their colonel, Michael Corcoran.’

Corcoran, after an imprisonment of thirteen months in Southern gaols, escaped. He afterwards formed the Brigade known as ‘Corcoran’s Legion’ of which he became Brigadier-General.

Meagher fought at Bull Run as Captain of a company he had raised in New York for Corcoran’s 69th regiment. In addition to the ‘Stars and Stripes’ the 69th, like other Irish regiments, carried the Irish Flag in all their battles of this war. When, in the course of the battle of Bull Run, Meagher was thrown from his horse (which was shot under him), jumping to his feet he shouted, ‘Boys, look to the flag. Remember Ireland and Fontenoy.’

The regimental flag of the 69th was a deep green with a harp in the centre surmounted by a Sunburst.

The Green Flag was to Meagher a sacred thing, something which, in his own words, ‘foe as well as friend should speak of as a symbol of a gallant race and do it honour.’

American papers of the time commented at length on the part taken by the Irish in the Battle of Bull Run. They particularly referred to Meagher whom they described as ‘waving the green banner of his regiment up and down the hottest line of fire’ and as galloping towards the head of the line as it swept along, crying ‘Come on, boys. You have got your chance at last.’

The 69th suffered severely at Bull Run. After the engagement Meagher, who had been raised to the Colonelcy of the regiment, returned to New York to appeal for recruits. In addition to bringing the 69th to full strength he raised three other regiments of Irishmen, two in New York and one in Massachusetts. Of these he formed the Irish Brigade. In the absence, in Mexico, of the general under whom he intended to place it, he was himself, at the request of the officers, given command, with the rank of Brigadier-General.

Battle of Fair Oaks.

The first battle in which the Brigade was engaged was that of Fair Oaks on June 1st, 1862. Here the Irish fought with their usual distinction.  ‘There was the Irish Brigade,’ writes a witness of the battle, ‘in all the glory of a fair, free fight. Other men go into fights finely, sternly or indifferently but the only man that really loves it after all is the green, immortal Irishman. So there the brave lads from the old sod, with the chosen Meagher at their head, laughed and fought and joked as if it were the finest fun in the world.’

Another historian, writing of Fair Oaks, says:- 

‘Meagher’s gallant Brigade was then brought up to relieve the hard-pressed regiment. . . . Advancing with their well-known war shout they closed with the fearful ferocity of the foe and for an hour mowed them down almost by companies.’

General MacClennan, the Federal commander-in-chief, complimented Meagher after the battle on the valour of his men. Another General before whom they paraded declared that he didn’t wonder the Irish fought so well as their cheers were as good as the bullets of other men.

During the remainder of the year ’62 the Irish Brigade took part in a number of battles including Glendale, Malvern Hill, Antietam and Fredericksburg.

At Malvern Hill, the last of the seven day battles around Richmond, a bullet passed through the rim of Meagher’s hat quite close to his forehead. He led three charges in this battle, exposing himself freely in front of his Brigade with his green plume waving in the breeze. During one of these charges a Mississippian Colonel in the Southern Army, seeing the Irish sweeping towards them, cried out to his men, ‘Steady, boys, here comes that damn green flag again!’

Battle of Antietam.

At Antietam in September, Meagher’s Brigade fought with all its accustomed gallantry. The battle was fiercely contested. The Brigade suffered severely in officers and men. But it drove the enemy back and fought till its ammunition was nearly exhausted, when it was ordered to retire and make way for a Brigade in their rear.

The Green Flag was perforated with bullets in this battle. Eight standard bearers fell in succession as they bore it. It was at length on the ground when Meagher cried out ‘Boys, raise the flag and follow me!’

They did; and an eye-witness writes: ‘As the Irish Brigade led by the gallant Meagher charged the enemy’s lines their cheers rose in one great surge of sound over the noise of battle, over the roar of a multitude of artillery. . . . . Thus met, the rebels’ advance was checked and broken and they were driven with awful slaughter . . . Meagher’s horse was shot under him and, stunned by the fall, he had to be carried to the rear.’

After the summer’s bloody battles Meagher went back to New York to appeal again for recruits to fill up his depleted ranks.

‘Come, my countrymen,’ he urged them in one of his impassioned addresses, ‘fling yourselves with a generous passion into the armed lines over which waves, with achieved and admitted honour, the flag that was borne in wrath and triumph by the O’Neill beyond the mountains and fords of Ulster against the stateliest and most stalwart foes of the Irish race – the flag which flew in defiance from the walls of Limerick until neither towers of granite nor hearts of oak could avail for life and freedom – the flag on which Robert Emmet, the last of the consecrated martyrs of our race, lavished his wealth, his genius, his life. . . . that he might plant it high above the stronghold of the enemy of his country.’

Meagher Resigns Command of the Brigade.

The part taken by Meagher’s men at the Battle of Fredericksburg is narrated in an earlier article. It was so far the costliest engagement in which the Brigade had fought, only a small fraction of its original strength remaining fit for duty.

Meagher after the battle applied for permission to withdraw the Brigade from active service for a short period to enable it to fill again its decimated ranks. But his application was ignored. Soon afterwards he led his men again, under raking enemy fire, at the battle of Chancellorsville. Here the poor remnant of the once glorious Brigade held their ground for two hours during which Meagher himself had some extraordinary escapes.

The Brigade being now reduced to a mere handful of men, Meagher tendered his resignation as its commander because, he explained, ‘to remain any longer at the head of a Brigade that had been reduced to the strength of half a regiment would be to perpetuate a public deception in which the hard-won honours of good soldiers, and in them the military reputation of a brave old race, would inevitably be involved and compromised. I cannot be a party to this wrong. My heart, my conscience, my pride, all that is truthful, manful, sincere, and just within me forbid it.’

As a soldier Meagher was admired and esteemed by friend and foe, but most of all by those whom he commanded and led. The following extract is from an address presented to him, after his resignation, by the officers who were left:

‘We would be ungrateful indeed did we forget that whatever glory we may have obtained on many a hard-fought field and whatever honour we may have been privileged to shed on the sacred land of our nation, that to you, general, is due to a great extent our success and our triumphs. . . . . Rest assured that you take with you the confidence and affection of every man in our regiments as well and the esteem and love of the officers of your late command.’

In an affecting goodbye Meagher shook the hand of every officer and man in the Brigade. The skeleton battalions, all that remained of those who had won such imperishable renown at Fair Oaks, Malvern Hill, Antietam, Fredericksburg and elsewhere, were afterwards combined into a single regiment, and Meagher’s glorious Brigade ceased to exist.

The Brigade was subsequently reconstituted when Colonel Kelly of the 69th was promoted to its command; and it took part in many of the later battles of the Civil War. From March to May ’64, it was temporarily commanded by a Fermoy man named Thomas Smyth who had emigrated to America ten years previously. After the outbreak of the war Smyth had a most adventurous career, having some remarkable escapes. He served in different regiments before taking command of the Brigade and it was only two days before the ‘Cease Fire’ that he was killed in action. 

Among the many other Southern officers who served with distinction in the Brigade was Captain John O'Connell Joyce, another Fermoy man – killed at Antietam while leading his men; Major James Quinlan of Clonmel, Captain Charles Quirke of Lismore, Adjutant Henry McConnell of Mitchelstown – killed also at Antietam; and Major Tom O'Neill, born in Youghal.

When Meagher tendered his resignation as commander of the Irish Brigade he volunteered his services for any position in which it might be thought that he could usefully serve. He was soon afterwards put in charge of the Etowah district in Tennessee, a position of much military and civil responsibility. With a force of 12,000 infantry and three regiments of cavalry he kept powerful enemy forces at bay until the closing stages of the war. In January, ’65, he was appointed Secretary of the Montana Territory as well as its Acting Governor. He had held these positions only ten months when, in the darkness of a stormy night, he fell from the deck of a steamer and was drowned in the Missouri river where it flows by Montana. There were few witnesses of the accident, and darkness together with the fury of the storm hindered attempts at rescue. He tried to swim ashore but was carried away by the swollen flood; and so at the early age of forty-three the great and versatile Thomas Francis Meagher was no more. He whose burning eloquence had fired the thousands of his countrymen at home and abroad, who had offered his life for the cause of his native land, who had faced death a hundred times at the head of his Brigade on the battlefields of America, whose indomitable bravery had won the admiration of the world, here, practically in the midst of strangers – five thousand miles away from the land of his birth, his passions and his dreams – sank suddenly and silently into the darkness of a watery grave.

All historians who had occasion to refer to him pay tribute to his bravery and fearlessness. He was an embodiment of the gallantry and heroism we are traditionally accustomed to associate with the soldiers of the Irish Brigades in the seventeenth and eighteenth centuries.

Of British power in Ireland he was ever an inveterate enemy. ‘In this Island,’ he once declared before he had been exiled from his native shores, ‘In this Island the English never, never shall have rest. The work begun by the Norman never shall be completed.’ 

His ardent desire was to bring back his Brigade to Ireland and one day to lead it against his country’s enemies. When he charged at the head of his men on the battlefields of America we can imagine how fervently he must have echoed Sarsfield’s dying words on the plain of Landen: ‘Oh, that this were for Ireland!’

But it was not to be. From the day he set foot on board that convict ship in Dublin Harbour, in the autumn of ‘Black Forty-Eight,’ ‘the land of his heart’s hope’ he never saw more.

Richard O'Gorman of Dublin was one of those who had with Meagher ‘run the outlaw’s brief career’ in Smith O'Brien’s rebellion. After a Requiem High Mass celebrated for Meagher in New York (at the request of the officers of the Irish Brigade) a short time after his death, O'Gorman delivered in the Cooper Institute in that city an eloquent eulogy on his boyhood’s friend.

‘He gave all,’ he said, ‘lost all for the land of his birth. He risked all for the land of his adoption, was her true and loyal soldier; and in the end died in her service. For these things, in Ireland and America, he will not soon be forgotten. . . . .His battle of life is fought. His work is done. His hour of repose is come and love can utter no fonder aspiration than that which was chanted in the sad ceremonies of this morning, ‘May he rest in peace’’

His matchless eloquence, his unswerving devotion to the cause of his country, his dashing manly bearing, his soldierly gallantry, the tragedy of his untimely end, all have thrown a romance and a halo around his name that will keep his memory fresh and ever-cherished in the hearts of his countrymen while the changing years roll on.

