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Irish Americans in the Civil War

At dawn on the morning of December 13, 1862, the 24th Georgia Infantry under Colonel Robert McMillan lined up in multiple ranks behind their portion of the stone wall, along with almost 3,000 other Confederates led by Robert E. Lee. The sun was just appearing on the horizon, illuminating the pasture up above Fredericksburg, Virginia called Marye’s Heights, and shining through the morning fog. The artillery was positioned—ready for battle—as the infantry all along the wall prepared their guns. At around 10 a.m. Major Gen. Edwin V. Sumner gave the command and soon, rank upon rank of Union soldiers began to charge, but continuous fire kept them back. Upon sighting the emerald flag of the Irish Brigade under Brigadier General Thomas F. Meagher, many of the Confederate Irishmen that happened to be positioned in this location looked on in dismay. “Oh God, what a pity!” said one of the soldiers. “Here comes Meagher’s fellows” (qtd. in Mulholland 57). What caused this unusual encounter? What was it like to be an Irish immigrant to the United States and take up arms against relatives and friends from Ireland in the adopted country’s civil war?
 
To answer this question, one must begin in Ireland seventeen years earlier when the Great Hunger began, starting in 1845 and lasting until 1851. This catastrophe was responsible for killing a million people while causing over a million more to emigrate elsewhere in what is now known as the Irish Diaspora (Kenny). In the years leading up to the famine, the Irish peasantry had become dependent solely on the potato due to poor land conditions, an excess of ranching, or the limited availability of land for growing crops since land was lent to families who usually paid for the rent with labor, in a process called conacre (the middleman would divide the land up into much smaller portions to rent) (Alexander). The potato was always an unreliable crop, but when a more threatening disease appeared on the first potatoes before the harvest of 1845 and soon spread, it wiped out a third of the potatoes during that year and returned again the next to wreak havoc on the harvest. As a result of the illnesses and disease, very few crops were planted during the previous year; the lack of food was the main cause of death in 1847. Many Irish blamed the British for exporting shiploads of crops grown on Irish soil while the poor starved. On the other hand, the British claimed that this starvation occurred because the people of Ireland had not been wise enough to avoid this. Regardless of the cause, this sequence of events was the turning point, convincing those who had some savings or valuable possessions to leave. The poorest starved or succumbed to disease and the rich or well-off were able to stay, unharmed by this deep trouble. Ireland’s citizens looked for a new place to establish their people and escape this distress with many setting out for the United States.
 
The majority of Irish immigrants who came to the U.S. settled in the north for various reasons. First of all, most of the ships destined for the U.S. were headed for the north, carrying with them hundreds of thousands of immigrants. Already, large Irish populations had been established in the large coastal cities, Boston and New York in particular. Another factor was the presence of abundant work in menial labor (factories and large building projects were plentiful); therefore, a large working class was required. In contrast to the north, the southern economy was largely dependent on slave labor with no large cities to move to for non-landowners. A combination of these reasons brought Irish immigrants as well as almost all other European immigrants to the urban industrial north.


 
Why did only some Irish move to the south? A much smaller group of immigrants that had immigrated earlier, and more steadily than the massive influx of people into the northeastern cities, managed to establish themselves in the Appalachian back country (Rouse). They became the primary cultural group in this area while having a different lifestyle than the northerners. These people also lost more of their Irish heritage, mixing with Germans and Scottish while developing their own culture. Because of the lack of large population centers that needed manual labor, fewer Irish settled in the south, but many of the ones that did pioneered the move west, especially across the Appalachians.
    
While popular belief portrays northern soldiers as fighting to free the slaves, many northern Irish did not actually think so differently from their southern countrymen. This ethnic group was afraid that with the liberation of the slaves—especially since they themselves were already at the bottom of the social ladder, they would lose their manual jobs to the freed slaves. If the blacks were free to roam and get hired, businesses would be more likely to prefer this cheaper labor force. Indeed, “in 1855 Irish immigrants made up 87% of New York’s unskilled laborers; it was the largest single occupation for Irish males” (Burrows 743). With such a large number of jobs at stake, an atmosphere of fear and suspicion was created throughout the Irish working population. The unrest among the laborers caused several severe riots throughout New York City and elsewhere. The most notable case was the New York City Draft Riot from July 13-16, 1863, being the “largest single incident of civil disorder in the history of the United States” (qtd. in Burrows 895) with at least 119 dead and a 20% reduction in the African-American population in New York City since many were fleeing altogether. Mobs brutally targeted blacks and anyone connected to the black community, as well as politicians and buildings. Throughout the war years marked with fear and rebellion, people with strong opposition to the drafting of the Irish into the Civil War made their voices known.
 
Although emancipation was considered a threat by some northern Irish, there were still other reasons to join the war effort. Many of these immigrants arrived in the U.S. with nothing but their clothes, so to be offered a paying job in the army was a quick way to employment. In the 1860’s some were even recruited by the army back in Ireland or right after getting off the boat (Shiels). It was very hard to find work while everyone was panicking in 1861. Another reason for joining the army was that some believed this was an opportunity for the Irish Catholics to earn respect, enough to gain true citizenship. More radical anti-English voices backed the fight against the south since England previously supported the south and was a “natural ally of the ‘cotton lords.’” The military training might be useful in Ireland’s “coming war of liberation” (Burrows 871). With this array of motives for joining the war effort, the Union army found itself a ready source of enthusiastic recruits in the Irish population.
  
The southern Irishmen were joining the Confederate army for what they believed were the right values even though they certainly conflicted with northern beliefs. Many of these sought to protect the homeland or, as author John Francis Maguire suggests, the Irishman of the South joined the army to secure the independence of his state while northerners preserved the whole Union (ch. 29). There was also some fear that the more powerful north would attempt to make the southerners the slaves of the free blacks. President of the Confederacy, Jefferson Davis, thought that the true question was, “‘Will you be slaves or be independent?...Will you consent to be robbed of your property’ or will you ‘strike bravely for liberty, property, honor and life?’” (qtd. in McPherson 190). The Irish in the south assumed a very different perspective on the war from their Union counterparts: being proud, independent and loyal to their land.
Although they were fighting on different sides of the war, the army lives of Union and Confederate soldiers alike were rigorous, and they frequently endured harsh conditions while serving for their respective causes. They faced an uncertain amount of time away from their families’ homes. When soldiers enlisted in the army, the preparation for battle consisted of long periods of rigorous training and frequent extreme boredom in the army camps, and this was followed by the horrors of the battlefield for those who actually fought. Due to the lack of sanitation in the camps and little knowledge of germs or bacteria, more soldiers died of disease than in battle (Heiser). The supplies to treat illness in the camps were minimal, and brigade hospitals for the extremely sick were sources of additional infections for these patients. Army life was further complicated by the fact that many of the disciplines and the ranking system in the army were difficult to grasp at the beginning of the war. Even the officers who had recently enlisted and previously had manual, unattractive jobs, would not earn immediate respect from their subordinates. The Union soldiers had a better supply of food, albeit undesirable and unsanitary. There were frequent shortages of food, especially in the south, where the army was more dependent on a less predictable supply and in less quantity (southern plantations mainly grew cash crops—not necessarily food). Confederates captured northern shelters, weapons, and manufactured goods from the richer Union in an effort to improve their experiences in poorer southern army life. Having to cope with the demands and conditions of the army camps and army life in general, it took a lot of strength and courage to be a soldier in the war; while the Union had more resources, the southern troops were more compelled to fight for their cause, defending the homeland to preserve their freedom and lifestyle. Such was the life of the two sides that faced each other that December morning.
 
Earlier, when General Burnside arrived at Fredericksburg, he had needed to cross the Rappahannock River quickly, but the pontoon bridges were late arriving so the Confederate troops had abundant time to position themselves on the hills across the river—Marye’s Heights was one of the main locations. Over three weeks after arriving, the Union engineers began to put together the pontoon bridges early on December 11th, but the Confederate troops were able to hinder their progress easily, shooting at the workers to stop their work. Finally, on the morning of the 13th, Burnside ordered the Union troops to advance toward the field, which southern Lt. Col. Edward Porter Alexander assured his commander, “General, we cover that ground now so well that we will comb it as with a fine tooth comb. A chicken could not live on that field when we open on it” (qtd. in Travis).
 
The Union Irish Brigade was saddened to see that they were coincidentally attacking the Irish of the 24th Georgia Infantry, and these soldiers were also disheartened at the sight of the brigade’s emerald flag approaching. Behind the wall, the Confederate troops hesitated when confronted with facing fellow immigrants and Irish soldiers that they had known. Despite this familiar connection, Col. Robert McMillan urged them on with no regret. “Give it to them now boys! Now’s the time! Give it to them!” (qtd. in Gannon). So in that way the 24th Georgia acknowledged their duties as Confederate soldiers and fired with no less restraint than they would give to a stranger. By dusk, the strewn bodies at Marye’s Heights covered the field as many soldiers remained immobile on the damp ground and suffered from their wounds. The darkness enveloped the surrounding area as the Union’s most unsuccessful day of the battle and deadliest at Fredericksburg came to a gradual close. Even though the suspicion was proven that northern military leaders would blatantly throw away Irish lives, post-war descriptions have depicted the Irish Brigade as bravely and gallantly fighting before the stone wall. Almost half of the 1,200 men who attacked at the wall died—a severe loss for any battle—but it was without a doubt their desperation that led them to sacrifice their lives against men with the same heritage, men they had even known. This tragic story illustrates the bitter choices that have to be made during war times and the glory with which ordinary soldiers fought in the Civil War.
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