
Irish In American Civil War 1

Irish In American Civil War

Irish In American Civil
War

Downloaded from
www.everybodystreet.com

by Yaretzi & Amiya

THE ERIN'S BRAVERY: THE
INDISPENSABLE ROLE OF THE
IRISH IN THE AMERICAN CIVIL
WAR

The  American  Civil  War,  a  conflict  that
tore the United States asunder,  was a
mosaic  of  cultures,  ideologies,  and
backgrounds.  Among the  most  distinct
and impactful groups to answer the call
of  duty—on  both  sides  of  the  Mason-
Dixon Line—were the Irish. The story of
the Irish in the American Civil War is
not merely a footnote in history; it is a
powerful  narrative  of  identity,  sacrifice,
assimilation,  and the forging of  a new
national  consciousness.  Driven  by  a
complex mix  of  economic  necessity,  a
love for their adopted homeland, and a
fierce  desire  to  prove  their  loyalty,
hundreds  of  thousands  of  Irishmen
traded their shillelaghs for rifles, leaving
an indelible mark on the battlefields of a
nation at war with itself.
To  understand the profound impact  of
the Irish in the American Civil War, one
must  first  appreciate  the  precarious
position they held  in  pre-war  America.
The  Great  Famine  of  the  1840s  had
propelled  a  massive  wave  of  Irish
immigration, but these newcomers were
often met  with  suspicion and hostility.
"No  Irish  Need  Apply"  signs  were
common, and they were stereotyped as
drunken,  brawling,  and  unfit  for  a
democratic  society.  The  Civil  War,
therefore,  presented  a  monumental

opportunity.  By  spilling  their  blood  for
the  Union—or  for  the  Confederacy,
where their  situation was often different
but equally complex—these men sought
to earn the respect and acceptance that
h a d  b e e n  d e n i e d  t h e m .  T h e i r
participation was a powerful  statement
of belonging.

The Call to
Colors:
Motivations for
Joining the Fight
While the desire for acceptance was a
powerful  motivator,  the  reasons  why
Irish immigrants joined the conflict were
multifaceted.  For  many  in  the  Union
Army,  the  promise  of  steady  pay,  a
bounty, and the potential for citizenship
were  powerful  draws  in  a  t ime  of
economic  hardship.  The  Emancipation
Proc lamat ion ,  though  in i t ia l ly
controversial among some Irish laborers
who  feared  competition  from  freed
slaves,  eventually  solidified  moral
support  for  the  Union  cause.
However,  the  most  potent  motivation
was a deep-seated, almost romanticized,
sense  of  martial  honor.  This  was
particularly evident in the formation of
ethnic  regiments  like  the  famed  Irish
Brigade.  These  units  were  not  just
military organizations; they were cultural
bastions.  They  marched  under  green
flags adorned with harps and shamrocks,
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were led by Irish-born officers, and were
attended by Catholic chaplains. For men
who had faced discrimination, this was a
chance  to  demonstrate  that  Irish
courage and valor were second to none.
They were fighting for the United States,
but  they  were  also  fighting  for  the
reputation  of  Ireland  itself.
On the Confederate side, the motivations
were  s imi lar  in  their  search  for
belonging, but the context was different.
Many Irish in the South had integrated
into  the  social  fabric  of  slave-holding
society,  some  even  owning  slaves
themselves.  For  them,  the  war  was
about  defending their  new homes and
states  from  what  they  perceived  as
Northern  aggression.  General  Patrick
Cleburne, known as the "Stonewall of the
West,"  was  a  prime  example  of  an
Irishman  who  found  purpose  and
leadership in the Confederate army. The
choice  of  which  side  to  support  was
rarely  simple,  splitting  families  and
communities  along  lines  of  geography
and personal allegiance.

The Irish
Brigade: The
Heart of the
Union Effort
No single unit embodies the story of the
Irish in the American Civil War more
than the Irish Brigade of the Army of the
Potomac. Formed in the fall of 1861 and
commanded  by  the  charismatic  Irish
nationalist Thomas Francis Meagher, the
brigade was composed primarily of the
63rd, 69th, and 88th New York Infantry
Regiments,  later  joined  by  the  28th

Massachuse t t s  and  the  116 th
Pennsylvania.  These  were  not  just
soldiers;  they  were  a  brotherhood.
Their  baptism  by  fire  came  during  the
Peninsula Campaign in 1862, but it was
at the Battle of Antietam on September
17,  1862,  the  bloodiest  single  day  in
American history, that they truly wrote
their  legend.  Attacking  through  the
notorious "Sunken Road," later known as
"Bloody  Lane,"  the  Irishmen  advanced
under  a  hail  of  Confederate  fire.  Their
distinctive  green  flags,  blessed  by
Archbishop  John  Hughes,  were  a  clear
target  for  the  enemy.  Despite  suffering
horrific casualties, they pressed forward,
their  battle  cry  of  "Faugh  a  Ballagh!"
(Clear  the  Way!)  echoing  through  the
smoke-filled  air.  The  sheer  grit  and
determination  of  the  Irish  at
Antietam shocked both friend and
foe,  proving  their  fighting  mettle
beyond  any  doubt.

THE CRUCIBLE OF FREDERICKSBURG

If  Antietam cemented their  reputation,
the  Batt le  of  Freder icksburg  in
December  1862  became  their  tragic
emblem. The Irish Brigade was ordered
to  assault  the  almost  impregnable
Confederate position at Marye's Heights,
a  stone  wall  fronted  by  a  wide,  open
plain. As General Meagher later wrote, it
was  "a  task  which  seemed  almost
hopeless."
In a display of breathtaking courage, the
green  flag  of  the  69th  New  York  was
carried forward into a storm of lead. The
Irishmen, exposed on the frozen ground,
cha rged  aga in  and  aga in  i n t o
concentrated artillery and rifle fire. They
reached the stone wall, but they could
not take it. The brigade was decimated.
Of  the  approximately  1,200  men  who
went  into  the  attack,  over  500  were
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killed or wounded. Meagher himself was
said to be so distraught by the losses
that  his  performance  was  questioned.
Yet, in that crucible of fire and death, the
Irish of the Union solidified their place in
military lore. The story of the Irish in
the American Civil  War  is,  in  many
ways, a story of Fredericksburg—a story
of  impossible  bravery  in  the  face  of
certain death.

Irish
Confederates:
The Green in the
Gray
While the Union's Irish Brigade gets the
most  attention,  the  Confederate  Army
also  fielded  a  number  of  Irish-infused
uni ts .  C i t ies  l i ke  New  Or leans ,
Charleston,  and  Richmond  had  large
Irish populations who formed their own
companies  and  regiments.  The  10th
Tennessee, the 1st and 2nd Louisiana,
and  the  24th  Georgia  all  contained
significant Irish contingents.
The most famous Irishman in gray was
General Patrick R. Cleburne of Arkansas.
Born in County Cork,  Ireland, Cleburne
was a  brilliant  and aggressive  division
commander,  beloved  by  his  men.  His
tactical  genius  was  on  full  display  at
battles  like  Shiloh,  Stones  River,  and
Chickamauga.  Cleburne's  story  is  a
fascinating  counterpoint  to  the  Union
narrative. He was so committed to his
new  country  that  he  made  a  bold,
controversial proposal late in the war to
arm  slaves  and  offer  them  freedom  in
exchange  for  fighting  for  the
Confederacy—an idea  far  ahead  of  its

time  that  was  soundly  rejected.  His
death in 1864 at the Battle of Franklin
dur ing  a  su ic ida l  charge  was  a
devastating  loss  for  the  Army  of
Tennessee. The involvement of men like
Cleburne  demonstrates  the  broad  and
complex  reach  of  the  Irish  in  the
American Civil War.

Life, Faith, and
Culture in the
Camps
The  experience  of  the  Irish  soldier
extended  far  beyond  the  battlefield.
Their faith was a central pillar of their
identity.  Catholic  chaplains,  like Father
William  Corby  of  the  88th  New  York,
were a common sight,  offering last  rites
to  the dying and leading mass  before
battle. The most famous moment of this
spir itual  leadership  occurred  at
Gettysburg,  where  Father  Corby  stood
on  a  rock  and  offered  a  general
absolution  to  the  brigade  before  they
were thrown into the maelstrom of the
Wheatfield.
This  faith  was  a  source  of  immense
strength,  but  it  also  created  a  unique
cultural  island  within  the  army.  Irish
soldiers  were  known  for  their  raucous
sense of humor, their love of music and
dance,  and their  fondness for  a  drink.
They celebrated St.  Patrick's  Day with
parades  and  horse  races,  even  in  the
lean winter camps of 1863. This strong
cultural identity helped them endure the
hardships of disease, poor rations, and
the  constant  threat  of  death.  It  is
impossible to understand the role of the
Irish  in  the  American  Civil  War
without  acknowledging  the  profound
comfort  they  found  in  their  shared
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heritage  and  Catholic  faith.

Beyond the
Battlefield:
Political and
Social
Repercussions
The impact of the Irish was not confined
to the front lines. The war served as a
powerful  engine for political  and social
change  within  the  Irish-American
community.  Service  in  the  war  was  a
direct path to political power. Thousands
of Irish veterans returned home with a
newfound sense of American legitimacy.
They had bled for the country, and they
demanded a seat at the table. This led
directly  to  the  rise  of  powerful  Irish
political  machines,  most  notably
Tammany Hall in New York City, which
would  dominate  urban  politics  for
decades. The veteran was now a citizen
in the truest sense.
However,  the  path  was  not  entirely
smooth. The New York City Draft Riots of
1863 were a dark chapter, where many
Irish  (and  other  immigrants)  violently
protested  the  draft,  venting  their
frustrations against the government and
African-American  residents.  This  event
highlighted  the  deep-seated  economic
and  racial  tensions  that  existed
alongside  the  patriotic  fervor.  Despite
this  stain,  the  long-term  legacy  of
service was overwhelmingly positive in
terms of assimilation. The participation
of  the  Irish  in  the  American Civil  War

acted as the single greatest catalyst for
their integration into the mainstream of
American life.

Conclusion: A
Legacy Etched in
Valor
The story of the Irish in the American
Civil War is a profound testament to the
immigrant experience in America. They
were not merely participants; they were
shapers  of  destiny.  From  the  sunken
road at  Antietam to  the stone wall  at
Fredericksburg,  from  the  Wheatfield  at
Gettysburg to the trenches at Vicksburg,
the  Irish  soldier  wrote  his  story  in
courage,  blood,  and  sacrifice.  They
fought for reasons as complex as their
own  history—for  home,  for  honor,  for
their new country, and for the pride of
the old one.
The  war  transformed  the  Ir ish  in
America. It  took a population that was
distrusted and marginalized and allowed
them to prove, in the most dramatic way
possible,  that they were worthy of the
rights and responsibilities of citizenship.
The  green  flags  that  flew  over  Irish
regiments  were  not  just  symbols  of  a
distant home; they were the banners of
a  people  who  were  finally,  irrevocably,
becoming American. The legacy of the
Irish participation in the Civil War is not
just a series of battle honors; it  is the
foundation upon which the modern Irish-
American identity was built, a legacy of
resilience,  loyalty,  and  unyielding
courage  in  the  face  of  overwhelming
odds.


