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FEATURES
A lack of awareness regarding the
extent of Irish involvement in the
American Civil War has led to its
neglect by scholars as a source for
social information on Irish
emigrants

❝

❝

BY CRONAN SCANLON

A
N original eviction notice
served by Lord Leitrim on
a poor Donegal family is
just one of a number of

fascinating discoveries revealed in
a new book on the Irish who fought
in the American Civil War.

‘The Forgotten Irish: Irish
Emigrant Experiences in America’
by Mr Damian Shiels gives an
insight into the lives of immigrants
from the Emerald Isle in what was a
tumultuous time in American
history. Mr Shiels, a ‘conflict
archaeologist’ whose mother
Angela Gallagher is from Carrigart,
published ‘The Irish in the
American Civil War’ in 2013. In it he
examined the personal stories of
some of the 1.6 million Irish people
(170,000 of whom were soldiers)
who were caught up in the conflict.
Following on from the success of
that book, Mr Shiels trawled
through a portion of some 1.3
million pension files relating to the
wives, mothers and children of
those who died due to their service. 

Many thousands of those files
contained unique social history on
the experiences of Irish emigrants
in 19th century America, often
related by the emigrants in their
own words. In many cases, it is the
only surviving detailed record of
the lives of these largely illiterate
emigrants. Mr Shiels has spent a
number of years  poring over these
files in order to extract these
stories and piece them back
together. 

The result of that research can be
found in ‘The Forgotten Irish’ which
has just been published by The
History Press Ireland. 

Although few are aware of it, Mr
Shiels told the Donegal News this
week the American Civil War saw a
greater number of Donegal natives
in uniform than at any other time in
the history of Irish people. 

“A lack of awareness regarding

the extent of Irish involvement in
the American Civil War has led to
its neglect by scholars as a source
for social information on Irish
emigrants,” he said.

In his latest book he tells the
story of 35 Irish emigrant families
through the experiences of wives
and parents and examining their
community and society. In addition,
the book is filled with a vast
number of letters written both to
and from Irish emigrants in the
19th century.

DONEGAL FAMILIES

Of the thousands of files that
relate to Donegal emigrants, two
families are examined in detail in
the book. The first explores the
Coyle family, and tells the story of
the many hundreds of Donegal
families who had stayed at home,
but looked anxiously to events in
America during the 1860s. Eunice
and John Coyle were an elderly
couple eking out a living in
Muineagh on the Fanad Peninsula
at the time. Their son Hugh had
gone to the United States to be in a
better position to support his
parents, sending them home money
regularly. He joined the 8th
Pennsylvania Cavalry in 1861, but
was captured during the
Gettysburg Campaign in 1863. He
was sent to Andersonville, a
notorious Confederate prison,
where he died 11 months later. Back
in Fanad, his parents were almost
destitute, and worse, faced eviction
by the Third Earl of Leitrim. In
1869, Eunice wrote a letter to the US
Government from her cottage in
Fanad.

“I confide in your honour that
you will use all the efforts in your
power to draw a support for me and
my old and tender husband, John
Coyle, in lue (sic) of our son Hugh
Coyle and our only one son that left
us helpless and tender to purchase
a support for us in America. And
while he lived he sent us a help of

support but alas he is gone and we
have no support for I am doubtful
the landlord will eject us out of the
bit [of] land that we held under him
for he wants it with others to put
black cattle to graze on it.”

Mrs Coyle went so far as to
include the original eviction notice
she received from Lord Leitrim to
emphasise her point. 

The second tells the story of the
O’Donnells of Tievebrack, between
Killygordon and Castlefinn, in the
parish of Donaghmore. That family
were ‘chain migrants’ who were
among large numbers from their
parish who emigrated to
Philadelphia in order to follow in
the footsteps of one of their
relatives. That man was Dennis
Kelly, who had left Donaghmore for
Pennsylvania in 1806 and made his
fortune in the textile industry.
Across more than 50 years, people

from this part of east Donegal left
for Pennsylvania with the specific
intent of working in his factories.
The O’Donnells, who were related
to the Kellys, were one such family,
and their story could be told in the
book due to the service of one of
them - Charles - in the United
States Marine Corps during the
Civil War. 

These files are preserved with
the rest of their family story in the
Pension Files at the National
Archives in Washington D.C. This
book represents the first time any
of these forgotten stories have been
told in Ireland. The book is
available through The History
Press Ireland, in all major
bookshops and online. You can
discover about many other Donegal
emigrants in the American Civil
War at
www.irishamericancivilwar.com
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‘The Forgotten Irish: Irish Emigrant Ex-
periences in America’ by Mr Damian
Shiels

Damian Shiels at the 61st Ohio Infantry Monument in Gettysburg. The 61st was commanded at Gettysburg by Stephen Joseph
McGroarty from Mountcharles in south Donegal.


