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GOD SAVE THE GREEN 

MAY 10, 1976 ELLIOTT P. PALMER 

God save the Green. Lord knows that Irish
ment can't do it alone. They have been trying 
and fighting since the beginning of time, and they 
probably will continue to try and to fight forever. 
They fight the English - always have and always 
will - but certainly they are not limited in 
their choice of enemies. They have always been 
very Catholic in their taste and at times it 
seems that availability is the one and only de
ciding factor. 

Perhaps one of their poorest choices, 
both of enemy and battle ground, was made in 
1865 and l866, just after the American Civil 
War, when they decided to take on the Canadians 
as well as the British. 

It all started in the early 1860's 
when a couple of Irishmen, John Stephens and 
John O'Mahoney, veterans of the 1848 Young Ire
land Revolt, decided that they could take ad
vantage of the wealth and manpower of the United 
States . It was their feeling that although 
America was suffering through a great Civil War, 
the couhtry, especially the North , still had 
money, supplies, and perhaps experienced soldiers 
that could be used against England . They felt 
that because of the furor caused by the British 
and Confederate blocade runners, especially the 
H.M . S. Alabama, the Northerners would be sympa
thetic to their cause. 

To accomplish this Stephens and O'Mahoney 
set up an organization that they called the Fenian 
Brotherhood with branches in Ireland and the 
United States. Stephens became the Head Center 
or President of the group in Ireland and the 
director of the international organization, 
and O'Mahoney the Head Center of the United 
States. Circles, somewhat similar to Communist 
cells, were founded in many American cities and 



and towns, each with its own Head Center. In 
addition the Circles in each state formed state 
organizations which in turn elected their own 
Head Centers. 

Shortly after these were established, 
Q'Mahoney called together a Congress to which 
the local and state groups sent Representatives 
and Senators, and finally in October l865 in New 
York City an Irish Republic was established. One 
of the first actions of the Congress was to order 
the issuing of bonds to sell to the American 
people. All Irishmen, whether they were members 
of the Brotherhood or not, were urged to pur
chase at least a $20.00 bond but unfortunately 
sales were never very brisk. 

In the beginning the sole purpose of 
the Fenian Brotherhood was to raise money, pur
chase supplies, recruit volunteers, and fit out 
an expedition to sail to Ireland . But this didn't 
last very long. Later in 1865 a faction including 
the members of the Fenian Senate who were hostile 
to O' Mahoney decided that the best way to strike 
at Britain's power was to establish a base of 
action first on a British territory in North 
America, perhaps in Canada or Bermuda. 

This revolt led to the damndest state 
of confusion not only within the Brotherhood but 
also in the United States, Canada, Ireland and 
England. 

Shortly after the "break, the Fenian 
Senate met in New York City to organize the rebel 
group. Although it continued to recognize John 
Stephens as the head of the Brotherhood in Ireland 
and throughout the world, the Senate denounced 
o 'Mahoney. It accused him and his "sham and 
packed" Congress of encouraging a " lavishing ex
penditure of the money subscribed by a confiding 
and betrayed people for war purposes." The feeling, 
as described by Senator Bailey of Indiana at a 
meeting of the Cincinnat Circle, was that O'Mahoney 
had betrayed the trust that the Fenians had placed 
in him, and that he had deceived his supporters 
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and " spent their money in riotous living and un
necessary luxuries." 

The Senate, at this organization meeting, 
elected Col. W. R. Roberts as the only true presi
dent of the Brotherhood in the United States. It 
also appointed Gen. T. A. Sweeney who had had a 
distinguished career in the U. S. Army while serving 
under Grant and Sherman, as head of the Fenian 
armed forces. 

Gen. Sweeney strongly favored the Anti
O' Mahoney faction but at first did not want to 
see the Brotherhood break up and "waste their 
ene rgies in intestine strife. As a result early 
in January, 1866 he issued the following appeal 
to the Fenians: 

"Let deeda not words be your motto, 
and strike before it is too late and the golden 
opportunity lost forever. Our situation is that 
of two armies whose chiefs cannot agree. The 
vast extent of the British Empire offers many 
vital points, and, as we cannot reconcile our 
views, let each army ' follow its chosen general 
and attack where his judgment tells him are the 
best chances of success. I can see but one way. 
Each state should have a convention to decide 
in whom it will repose confidence and then in 
silence allow Col. O'Mahoney and myself each to 
work out his respective plan for the freedom 
of Ireland." 

The same day that Gen. Sweeney issued 
this appeal, the Fenian Congress met in New 
York City to discuss the troubles between O'Mahoney 
and the Senate. 'It was taken for granted that 
the Congress would decide against the senate 
and in favor of O'Mahoney, but it was considered 
extremely doubtful that the persons decided against 
would abide by the decision. Both of these 
assumptions proved to be correct, and in the 
meeting the Congress reaffirmed the leadership 
of John O'Mahoney and elected a Central Council 
to replace the Senate. 
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Gen. Sweeney had been invited twice to 
attend this meeting of the Congress. The first 
invitation was declined on the basis that he did 
not recognize the legality of the Congress and 
because he feared that he would be "misrepresented 
and insulted " by the delegates. The second invita
tion, however, he accepted after he was assured 
that his presence would do much to restore peace 
and harmony within the Brotherhood. 

In an interview after the meeting of 
the Congress, Sweeney said that his apprehensions 
had not been unfounded and that his "efforts at 
conciliation were met by certain parties with 
insult and outrage." There are those he said 
"who will do everything to stifle truth and 
prevent a union even at the price of Ireland's 
ruin." He also pointed out that he had tried 
to work with O'Mahoney long before the meeting 
in the attempt to bring the factions together. 
He had even urged O'Mahoney "to open a corres
pondence with Ge neral Philip Sheridan for the 
purpose of placing the general at the head of 
the Fenian army." 

In the meantime it was reported by 
President Roberts that the International Head 
Center, John Stephens, had been arrested in Ire
land by the British, had escaped to Paris, and 
that England had demanded his extradition. 
According to this report the French government 
had refused, pointing out that the breaking out 
of prison was a minor offense and that the real 
reason the British wanted Stephens was to try 
him for a high political crime. 

It was also reported that Stephens 
had said that the revolution in Ireland had been 
scheduled to have begun several months before 
his arrest. However O' Mahoney's promise to send 
over cargoes of rifles and large sums of money 
with which to pay the Celtic army had been broken 
with the result that the movement had to be sus
pended . 

As might be expected the O'Mahoney group 
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violently disagreed with these reports . In the 
first place they claimed that Stephens was still 
in Ireland and would remain there even at the 
risk of his life and in spite of the thousand 
pound reward offered by the British for his 
arrest . "After all" they said "Stephens was the 
Head Center of Ireland and no Irish general would 
desert his army." 

In the second place they claimed that 
it wasn't O'Mahoney's fault that supplies and 
money hadn't been sent but rather the fact that 
the Roberts-Sweeney faction with their ridiculous 
ideas of establishing a base of action in North 
America had made the shipments impossible. 

During the rest of January the pot 
continued to boil. On January l2th President 
Roberts and Gen. Sweeney sent instructions to 
the Brotherhood to purchase arms to be used in 
the coming invasion and reported that negotiations 
were being made to purchase Springfied rifles 
of 5/8 caliber at 75% less than the usual cost. 
On the 13th O'Mahoney denounced this order and 
claimed that he had received a letter from Head 
Center Stephens endorsing his actions and appoint
ing him the only representative and financial 
agent of the Irish Republic in the United States 
with the authority to enroll men, raise money, 
and fit out an expedition to sail to Ireland. 

Three days later, on the 16th, the 
Fenian Senate met in Robert's headquarters in 
New York City to try three members of the Senate 
who had joined O'Mahoney thereby violating their 
oath of office and repudiating the constitution 
of the Brotherhood. 

At this meeting it was voted that the 
Senate would under no circumstances acknowledge 
the authority of O'Mahoney, the leader of a losing 
cause and a dying organization. Apparently this 
latter claim at least was not completely true 
for shortly thereafter a New York newspaper re
ported that the O'Mahoney faction was stronger 
than it had ever been and probably had over 



200,000 members . 

On the same day that the newspaper esti
mated the membership of the O'Mahoney group, a 
Buffalo newspaper quoted Gen. SweeneYj one of the 
speakers at a meeting, as saying: "If supported 
I will by next May conquer a certain territory 
upon which the Irish flag will be planted and 
which will be made a base of operation against 
England for the liberation of Ireland." 

Another speaker at the Buffalo meeting, 
President Roberts, promised the group that Gen. 
Sweeney would have the needed support and said 
that "within' ninety- days the ' Green Flag will be 
supported by the greatest army of Irishmen upon 
which the sun ever shown." 

As far as reports and rumors were con
cerned, the British press was not to be outdone 
by the American newspapers. On the day that the 
Buffalo meeting was held, the Manchester Guardian 
stated that a Col . Meagher, late leader of the 
Irish Brigade in the recent American war, "would 
be appointed dictator of the Irish Republic in 
the United States." Meagher 's first act would 
be to divide the Fenian army into two immense 
bodies. With one he would invade Canada and 
with the other he would join Napoleon in sus
taining the throne of Maxmilian in Mexi'co. 
(Obviously nothing came of this and as far as 
I know i ·t was the last time Meagher I s name was 
mentioned in connection with Fenian affairs'.) 

On the night of February lst the 
Roberts-Sweeney Fenians held a meeting in 
Cincinnati which the Daily Times reported as 
being "one of the grandest and mos t enthusiastic 
ovations ever given within the walls of Mozart 
Hall." J. W. Fitzgerald, Head Center of the 
Cincinnati Circle, was the chairman and was 
accompanied to the spe'aker I s podium by armed 
Fenians ready for the fight. 

In his speech to the enthusiastic local 
Fenians, Gen . Sweeney said: "We have boasted 
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long and loudly and now we must make the attempt 
or sink into a pit of degredation that no Irish
man on this continent could ever rise from - a 
degredation that would cling around the memory 
of Irishmen for the next century. We must do 
at least one great deed before we fail - assail 
the enemy on his weakest point with arms in our 
hands and leave the issue to the God of Battles, 
of Justice, and of Liberty." 

President Roberts then reported that 
"there is plenty of territory on this continent 
that the Irishmen of America to the number of 
50,000 men can capture and hold under the gallant 
Sweeney. Where that territory is I will not 
tell you but it can be captured, its seaports 
seized, its fortifications possessed, and over 
them the Irish flag raised and an Irish govern
ment established." 

In closing the meeting Chairman Fitz
gerald said: "Gen. Sweeney, I have the honor 
to present you on behalf of those present 1000 
men with 1000 rifles who are ready to do 'what 
you order and go where you want them." 

Two weeks later, on February 13th, the 
OIMahoney Fenians held a meeting at Mozart Hall 
which the DailY 'Times reported was "as ever in 
Irish gatheri'ngs enthusiastic." During this 
meeting a Mr. McCaffery asked: "Is Canada the 
shortest way to Ireland? I have yet to learn 
the strategy of war that it is advisable to waste 
your energies on any but an objective point. 
Ireland for the Irish and then if we have super
abundant means at our disposal and our Canadian 
friends require it, we will give them all the 
aid in our power." He then asked the crowd: 
"Are you ' for Canada or Ireland?" 

The answer, according to the Daily 
Times, was a "confusion of sounds and yells as 
unintelligible as it was terrible." 

On February 24th the Roberts-Sweeney 
faction held a convention in Pittsburgh during 



which Gen. Sweeney was reported to have said in 
answer to a remark made by O'Mahoney concerning 
his patriotism: "My only object in connection 
with the Fenian Brotherhood has been the deliver
ance of my boyhood home from the accursed yoke 
of the userper. If I decide to strike the enemy 
three thousand miles from his base and within 
a few miles of ours, I am confident that the 
common sense and knowledge of my country men 
will sustain me." 

At least at this point in time the 
Cincinnati Daily Times supported President Roberts 
and Gen. Sweeney. In an editorial published 
February 26 it was stated that "Sweeney's plans 
adopted at the convention in Pittsburgh simply 
means war on England. The hearts of thousands 
will hail with joy the triumph of Gen. Sweeney 
and his army of freemen. British neutrality will 
then be like chickens come horne to roost. The 
t reacherous conduct of perfidious Albion during 
our late troubles will not soon be forgotten. 

The Fenian civil war continued. Early 
in March rumor had it that fighting had already 
started in Ireland. Immediately O'Mahoney issued 
orders to call all Circles together and to send 
by the fastest means possible all of the aid in 
their power to Ireland. Bitter denunciations were 
made of the Senate and of Gen. Sweeney. In fact 
feeling ran so high that it was feared that ex
tremes would be gone to here in the United States 
and that acts of violence would be committed if 
it were established beyond the slightest doubt 
that a war of independence had actually begun in 
the old country. So high were the feelings that 
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on Sunday, March 4th, thousands of O'Mahoney backers 
gathered at Jones' Woods in New York in defiance 
of a circular critizing the entire Fenian movement 
which the Archbishop of New York had caused to 
be read in all Catholic churches that morning. 

On March 10 President Roberts and Gen. 
Sweeney issued a call to arms and indicated that 
a large number of officers of the Army of the 
Potomic had offered their services in the cause. 
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That day in a proclamation to the Brotherhood Sweeney 
said: "Give us men and means at once and our pre
sent success is certain, our future full of promise. 
The flag of Erin shall float in triumph over a soil 
that will sustain us while we reach across the 
seas with an arm of might and break at last the 
fetters of our native land." 

Shortly after Sweeney's call to arms, the 
New York World claimed that "uniforms for 150,000 
men and 20 ,000 rifles of the very latest pattern" 
had been transported from New York City and Troy 
to Burlington, Vermont in preparation for an attack 
on Montreal. On the same day the Governor of New 
York stated that he would not take any steps against 
the Fenians but would leave the matter up to the 
Federal Government in Washington. 

Apparently Washington did nothing at this 
point other than to help spread the rumor that the 
military excitement going on in Canada was the 
result of direct special commands from the Crown 
for the purpose of diverting the attention of the 
Fenians from Ireland as the grand objective point 
and to precipitate the union of the Canadian pro
vinces . According to this rumor Prince Albert was 
to be placed on an ~~erican throne but the plot 
failed. It was said that the English agents laden 
with gold to finance the plan had been foiled by 
the detective system of the Fenians. 

The rumor, much less the Fenian Brother
hood, never offered an explanation as to what hap
pened to the gold. 

As can well be imagined there was "mili
tary excitement" in Canada. 

Rumors spread like spilt whiskey these 
early months of 1866, and when the January meeting 
of Parliament was postponed until the following 
May, Canadians were sure that it was due to the 
fear of a Fenian invasion that winter or spring. 
Every city, town and village along or close to 
the frontier at one time or another became con
vinced that it was the target of the Fenians. 



And in early February it was reported on good 
authority that the Fenians -were constructing iron 
plated balloons which would be filled with armed 
men to fly first to Canada and then to Ireland. 
It is hard to believe but even the citizens of 
Ottawa, a long way from the border, were worried 
by this story. 
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During this period every American ship 
seen on the Great Lakes or the Eastern Coast was 
considered to be a Fenian privateer ready to sink 
Canadian ships or to land troops on Canadian shores. 

At one point, later that spring, there 
was panic as far north as Owen Sound where parties 
arriving from down the coast reported that they 
had seen seven Fenian war vessels in Georgian Bay 
headed for the town. According to these reports 
there was intense excitement and the entire popu
lation paraded the streets all that night and all 
the next day. Some were so frightened that they 
buried their valuables in back yards and vacant 
lots. A few families even moved to· Toronto where 
they felt that they would be better protected. 

The actions of the Provincial and Federal 
governments did little to allay the fears of the 
Canadians. Volunteers were called out and trains 
were kept under steam at Hamilton and Toronto to 
load troops at a moments notice. In Montreal alone 
10,000 men were recruited and guards were stationed 
at all armories, stations, bridges, docks, and 
everything put in a state of defense ready for any 
emergency. 

By March 10th, according to the Toronto 
Globe, 36,000 troops in Eastern Canada were armed 
and ready to march. The authorities claimed that 
they were convinced that any Fenian invaders would 
be defeated and quickly driven back to the United 
States, but they had a hard time convincing the 
average Canadian. 

Still the rumors and the so-called accurate 
reports continued. A large body of Fenians in 
civilian dress would cross the border on Saint 
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Patrick's day to take part in the annual parades. 
They then would cause disturbances and distract 
attention while armed men would make raids on the 
border. Parliament was about to be called into 
special session, the writ of habeas corpus was 
going -to be suspended and martial law will be 
declared, and so on and on. 

On March 12th the Toronto Globe called 
upon President Johnson to interfer saying: "Al
though Canadians can take care of themselves, it 
is poor repayment to the Canadian Government for 
its actions during the recent war in the United 
States to be compelled to spend money and blood 
in resisting outrages planned in America. If our 
neighbors really intend to keep themselves from 
embroilment because- of Fenianism, it is time to 
act. Success is simply preposterous. Not many 
of those who come will go back. Our hospitality 
will keep them forever. The American Government 
knows what is going on yet it, does nothing. In 
fact some think it desires it to go on, to en
courage and to foster it." 

So confused were the Canadians and so 
varied were the threats of the Fenians that no 
agreement could be reached as to when or where 
the first blow would be struck. One week the 
people of the Niagara Peninsula were sure that 
it would come from Buffalo, and the citizens of 
Quebec and New Brunswick would relax. The next 
week New Brunswick was certain that the invasion 
would come from Compo Bello Island and Passemquoddy 
Bay. The following week, after it was reported 
that the mayor of Detroit had informed an official 
in Windsor that there was a likelihood of an attack 
from Detroit and claims were made that mysterious 
rockets had been sent up from the Michigan shore, 
the people of Western Ontario mobilized. And the 
next week the mayor of Montreal urged the citizens 
to form ward patrols because many strangers were 
in the city who exhibited a great deal of interest 
in the banks and other depositories of money and 
p:o~erty. This warning not only resulted in the 
~ltlzens of Montreal arming themselves but also 
ln a run on the banks, attempt-s to convert all 



sorts of property to gold, and business to come 
to a standstill. 

The Montreal scare lasted until still 
another report was received. This one claimed 
that the Fenians had purchased large steamers 
on Lake Erie and were going to attack the Canadian 
shore near London. 
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And so it went for several months - tension 
and relaxation, tension and relaxation. Orders 
issued calling out volunteers here while orders 
were issued disbanding volunteers there. Then 
vice versa. 

All of this was looked upon with a cer
tain a mount of pleasure and amusement in the 
United States. One correspondent of the Daily 
Times who claimed to be in Canada and called 
himself Finnegan wrote: "Canada is in a terrible 
commotion. Every man is under arms except those 
who are too old. They hear the Fenians are coming 
over in search of Irish liberty. I heard one 
scrawny old maid say with flashing eyes and 
clenched gums that she would like to catch one 
of them taking any Irish liberties with her. 
I assured her that from what I know of the native 
impulses of the Irish heart that she was perfectly 
safe from invasion. 

" I asked an Irish resident here who says 
he has been so excited that he hasn't slept a 
night for four days, what point the Fenians would 
strike first? 'I dunno,' said he, 'but I think 
it will be a point of whiskey, Sir.'" 

And an editorial in the same newspaper 
stated: ... "we have found them (our Canadian 
neighbors) nervously excited, rallying to arms, 
drilling, and making preparations to resist an 
army of 50,000 Fenians. Well may the Brotherhood 
exclaim : what a dust we rise! They are doubt
less much amused by the trepidation they create 
in John Bull." 

And from a New York World editorial of 
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March 23rd, commentating on the wild stories and 
rumors that appeared in the New York Herald: "Many 
speculations have been made in idle moments for 
weeks ... by certain knowing ones of the patriot
ically inspired Fenians. We have as a people re
viewed the matter as an enormous effervescense, 
without material shape or resource. It has afforded 
us amusement without fear of consequence, and con
tributed mainly to the requirements of the sensa
tional columns of the Herald and to the ludicious 
enlivement of our usually sleepy Canadian neigh
bors." 

The rumors continued in April. Typically 
on the 5th the New York Herald reported that two 
expeditions, o ne consisting of three steamers 
carrying 3,000 men and the other of two steamers 
with 2 ,500 soldiers on board had sailed for Be rmuda. 
This resulted in only temporary excitement on the 
island, and an editorial in the Toronto Globe the 
next day claimed that the report of the expeditions 
setting sail for Bermuda was only a blind. The 
real description of the Fenians was Quebec. 

In the same edition of the Globe it was 
reported on good authority that the Fenians were 
spending their major effort on putting guns on 
ships in Chicago, a long way from Quebec City 
and Montreal. 

To add to the confusion the New York 
World reported that an expedition of 500 to 600 
men had passed through Maine and had embarked 
on schooners bound for the island of Compo Bello. 
This expedition was said to carry with it printing 
pre sses and that as soon as it landed proclamations 
would be issued to the Fenians in the United St ates 
to join them in conquering New Brunswick, setting 
up a provisional government and electing a president. 

About this time O' Mahoney, of all people, 
changed sides and said that he was now in favor 
of invading Canada and completely endorsed the 
Senate and Gen. Sweeney. This was as though a 
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few years earlier Gen. Lee had suddenly switched 
his allegence to the North and acknowledged Gen. 
Grant. As might be expected this resulted in 
furious denunciations by O'Mahoney 's former follow
ers who had given him money and purchased Irish 
Republic bonds. 

Finnegan, the Daily Times correspondant, 
could not resist this opportunity and wrote: "If 
O'Mahoney is caught in Canada, his head will be 
cut off and sent to the Queen. In that case the 
Fenian's loss will be the Queen's gain. The Fenians 
would lose a Head Center and the Queen would have 
a head sent her. And, by the way, I hear O'Mahoney 
has got his hand in the Fenian treasury and when 
he draws it out it will contain something better 
than Fenian bonds. These he will allow others 
to hold whil~ he holds the greenbacks. Send on 
your subscriptions: if you haven't any money any 
little delicacies for the O'Mahoney table will 
do. A jar of brandy preaches may have an in
fluence in freeing Ireland; trifle~ as light 
as air have produced wonderful changes in the 
world's history, and who knows what current jelly, 
if nice and put up witn care, might effect towards 
the SUbjugation of a British Province." 

On April 11th it wa's reported that the 
authorities, usually reliable sources, now be
lieved that no raid on New Brunswick or Bermuda 
was intended but that the dispatches detailing 
the departure of the Fenians were to cover up the 
fact that Gen. Sweeney would make a desperate 
raid upon Canada probably with the Chicago gun
boats and his land forces. 

Again Finnegan could not resist writing 
the Daily Times. This letter reported that the 
Fenians "will stay clear of Bermuda but Compo 
Bello might be seized by a secret expedition and 
an Irish Republic of Compo Bello set up ••• of 
course the Fenians might just as well seize any 
other of the thousands of islands owned by Britain 
but seizure of Compo Bello would make a sensation 
in New York. Pat and Biddy would not know whether 
Compo Bello was in !reland or Canada and might be 



632 

d isposed to purchase more bonds of the Irish Re
public." 

In a later letter , Finne9"an wrote: "We 
are startled by all sorts of rumors daily and al
most hourly. Yesterday it was reported that a 
strong force of railroad hands led by the terrible 
McSweeney, was advancing ·by the Oswego Railroad 
on a hand car. This being the slowest railroad 
in the world, some of the volunteer defenders of 
Canada who are fathers wept bitterly, drove their 
bayonets into the sod and shrieked: 'Must we pass 
away before they come and must our children mingle 
in this bloody mess?' " 

Apparently this last letter was not en
tirely based upon the writer's imagination or 
perhaps it stimulated the imaginations of others. 
In any case the day the letter was published a 
group of Fenians seized a train at Odgensburg, 
New York and crossed over into Canada. It was a 
poorly planned, poorly executed attempt. Almost 
i mmediately the train was surrounded by three com
panies of Canadian volunteers. The entire party 
surrendered without resistance and were sent to 
Toronto where they were kept handcuffed and under 
strong guard as the feeling was intense and many 
citizens advocated lynching. 

About all that this raid accomplished 
was to indicate that the Fenians were sincere in 
their invasion threats and to increase the number 
of rumors and at least sometimes ridiculous reports. 

In spite of all of the rumors the Daily 
Times was able to keep in touch with events. On 
April 21st Finnegan telegraphed that " in spite of 
reports Canada still occupies her ancient position 
and has not been annexed to Ireland." 

A typical example of the hysteria that 
the Fenians caused among our northern neighbors 
was a report from Windsor, Ontario dated April 
26th . It seemed that a large number of horses 
corralled near Walker's brewery, a short distance 
from Windsor, broke away. "They stampeded toward 



town making a terrible racket. As clattering 
hoofs became more distinct, the impression was 
that a body of Fenian cavalry was charging. 
The warning drums beat to arms, and bold volun
teers marched out to meet the foe. They formed 
a line across a street, but when the horses 
arrived they gave way panic stricken." 

And so the rumors and counter rumors, 
reports and denials of reports continued. Late 
in April a Boston newspaper said that "there is 
no sign of Fe nian action in Maine, that the pub
lished stories have been preposterous stuff, and 
the reports were simply a fabrication of some 
Don Quixote who imagines every windmill a fort. 
The latest news from the front is all quiet on 
the St. Croix. This is correct and it probably 
will be correct nex t week, the week following, 
and the week following that. The Fenians are 
remarkably quie t , orderly, under excellent disci
pline, and as far as intelligence is concerned 
they can read and write their own names." 

But there were those who disagreed 
with the Boston editorial . On the same day that 
it appeared, the New York Herald reported that 
the custom officials in Eastport, Maine had 
seized one hundred cases of arms and supplies 
consigned to the Fenians. 

Finally at the end of May the United 
States Government became aware of the problem with 
its neighbor and sent Gen. Meade to the frontier 
to protect the Canadians from the Brotherhood. 
The Canadian newspapers were greatly pleased by 
this action, but they were even more enthusiastic 
over the fact that the British Government had 
sent twenty-three vessels, carrying 448 guns and 
5717 men to Provincial waters. Even better the 
Crown promised to send a dditional troops and arms. 

During the month of May the Finnegan 
reports to the Daily Times continued. One dealt 
with the arrest of two Fenians who had fired at 
an English guard at Calais. T~ey were arrested, 
found g uilty of drunkenness, f~ned 50 cents each, 
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and released. The British commander at St. 
Stephens was indignent. He complained to Gov. 
Cony of Maine who was a typical politician and 
turned the whole matter over to Secretary of 
State Seward in Washington. 

During the last week of May the number 
of rumors increased. On May 28th a Montreal news
paper reported that the U. S. Customs at Rouse's 
Point had seized 1,280 rifles that had been sent 
via Lake Champlain in cases marked machinery, and 
on the 29th a Cleveland newspaper reported that a 
large group of Fenians had passed through the city 
going east but claimed that they were going to 
California. 

The next day the Daily Times quoted a 
passenger who had been on the Little Miami's 4 
o'clock train to Cleveland as saying that "he 
had observed that three cars of the train had 
their doors closed and all blinds drawn. " Sub
sequently he found that every seat in these 
cars was "filled with the best equipment for a 
Fenian army - strong, solid Irishmen." 

A dispatch from Memphis indicated that 
200 Fenians had left the city for the north, and 
one from Philadelphia said that three companies 
had left there to join the men on the northern 
frontier. Buffalo reported that Fenians were 
arriving on every train and that nearly every 
man had a cavalry saddle designed to fit the backs 
of Canadian ponies. The story continued saying 
that during the previous winter disguised Fenians 
had gone to Canada to take the measurements for 
the saddles. But like their cohorts in Cleveland 
these men claimed that they were on their way to 
California. 

Boston, Pittsburgh, columbus, Nashville, 
and a number of other cities reported Fenians on the 
move, and although all of them were going north, 
all of them claimed California as their destina
tion. 

June 1st l866 was the Fenian D day. A 



reported 8 ,000 men crossed the Niagara river from 
~uffalo in ca~al boats drawn by tugs. When near
lng the Canadlan shore with the green flag flying 
they sent up wild cheers of "God save the Green.'" 

The men were well armed and all wore 
uniforms of the Irish Republic in the United 
States. They even had six pieces of artillery 
which were landed without incident. By 11 o'clock 
it was reported that two forts had been captured 
and that the Fenians were marching on Toronto. 

During the next twenty-four hours there 
was much confusion. The Fenians did capture 
Fort Erie where they forced the mayor to furnish 
them provisions and did steal some ponies. They 
marched seven miles up the lake and fought a 
battle at Ridgeway, later called the battle of 
Limestone Ridge, in which it was said the Fenians 
lost twenty-six men and the British about fifty. 

But then the sky fell in. As Finnegan 
later wrote : "We took Fort Erie but we didn't 
take it very far. We made a stand across the 
border but we couldn't stand it very long . " 

On June 4, according to the Daily Times 
"the Fenian movement opposite Buffalo seems to 
have entirely collapsed," and on June 5 the New 
York evening newspapers reported that Nthe united 
States Government considers the invasion of 
Canada wholly at an end . 

In their wild endeavor to get back to 
the U. S. in the shortest space of time, a large 
number of Fenians were captured by the Canadians. 
Even those who did manage to cross the river were 
not received with open arms. Several hundred were 
arrested by American troops, put in prison, and 
charged with violation of the neutrality laws. 

During the remaining months of 1866 the 
threats of a major invasion continued and a few 
minor raids were carried out, but on the whole the 
U. S . army was able to keep things pretty much 
under control. 

635 
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By January 1, 1867 the Fenians had given 
up the idea of establishing a base in North America, 
and on the death of O'Mahoney on February 7, 1877, 
the Brotherhood virtually ceased to exist. 
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