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ABSTRACT
Ireland has a diverse military historiography, principally within the
confines of the British Army. Much has been written to date in relation to
Ireland’s relationship with that service, particularly in recent years and
with a focus upon the Great War. Yet significant gaps still remain in
relation to the nineteenth century. By analysing the relationship between
Irish society and the British Armed Forces, through the lens of
recruitment, this article illustrates how and why the Crimean War years
represent the positive pinnacle of Ireland’s relationship with the empire
and the British Army and Royal Navy.
As Tom Bartlett and Keith Jeffery highlighted in A Military History of Ireland, the island
of Ireland has a diverse military historiography, yet even today substantial gaps exist
which serve to limit the wider understanding of Irish society’s and Irish individuals’
interactions with the Armed Forces of the United Kingdom and British Empire.1 Even
though substantial focus has to date been given to the Irish interactions with the
British Army, especially in the early twentieth century and principally during the
Great War, comparatively little has been done in relation to the nineteenth century.2
No effort has been made to investigate the Napoleonic Wars in the same way that
Bartlett and Jeffery have done for the Irish soldier in general and there is only
minimal concern to place the Crimean War within its wider ‘social and political
contexts’.3 Even the Boer War remains neglected with Donal McCracken’s important
works being focused on nationalism.4 In Britain, and in relation to the Crimean War,
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have all shown the emergence of a major popular philanthropic movement, the social
reinvention of the common soldier, mass recruitment, and a partial reformation of
military structures in the period, but this remains absent from Irish military
historiography.5
Be that as it may, the Crimean War was not simply a distinct event in nineteenthcentury Irish history during which a large cross-section of people supported it or
showed great interest but can also be seen as a distinct period in Ireland’s long and
distinguished military tradition within the British Armed Forces. Although it did not
alter the trend in what most historians agree to have been a diminishing Irish
presence, – Irish soldiers representing 42.2% of the Army in 1830 and only 12.9% in
1898 – the conflict still saw thousands of Irish civilians volunteer for military service,
from a variety of localities and backgrounds, and for multiple reasons, To these can
be added the thousands of men already serving in the Irish garrison who eagerly
volunteered for other units in the East, although they are not analysed in this paper.6
Neither will this paper consider the private individuals who proposed the raising of
volunteer units in Ireland to aid the war effort in a manner which foreshadowed the
imperial yeomanry of the Boer War.7
The aim of this paper is not to recount the exploits of Irishmen in the various battles
and expeditions of the Crimean War (something which has already been done by
David Murphy and Brian Griffin), rather it is to analyse the relationship between Irish
society and the British military at a specific point during the period of the union.8 By
looking at the issue through the lens of recruitment, and by answering three broad
questions, it will illustrate how and why the Crimean War years represent the
positive pinnacle of Ireland’s relationship with the empire and especially the British
Armed Forces. Those three questions are: where does the war fit into Ireland’s long
tradition of recruitment into the British Armed Forces and its declining presence
5
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within the same during the nineteenth century? What were the numbers, motivations
and patterns of recruitment of Irishmen into the forces? How did these differ by
location, region and over time?
The Crimean War was a distinct period in Ireland’s history: in its parliamentary
relationship with the empire; in the context of militant nationalists’ subversive
activities and in British governance and peace-preservation in Ireland; in the
relationship of the various Christian denominations in Ireland not only with the
military, the state and the empire but also with one another; in Ireland’s post-Famine
recovery and Irish society’s economic interaction with the British state; in Ireland’s
long tradition of philanthropy; but also in the Irish public’s general relationship with
the empire and British Armed Forces. The military sphere not only saw an outburst
of empire-wide popular philanthropy ‘from the Queen to the beggar’ in 1854; it also
saw a rush to the colours and the first period of major and especially popular
recruitment across the United Kingdom since the Napoleonic Wars.9
The war with Russia occurred in the midst of a century-long decline in the numbers
of Irishmen willing to enlist in the Army.10 However, this was part of a wider and
persistent problem that was also experienced in Great Britain right throughout the
same century.11 In fact the inability of the British military authorities to induce the
requisite numbers of men from throughout the United Kingdom to enter the Army
(and the Navy) led, as other historians have argued, to British forces failing to
achieve their designated establishments on multiple occasions during the nineteenth
century.12 In the case of the Army this was principally due to the poor rates of pay
and conditions and the decline in the numbers of Scots and rural English and Welsh
(as well as Irishmen) willing to join the colours.13
There is no evidence to show that the war brought about an increase in the
proportion of Irishmen in the Army or Navy during the Crimean War even though
the numbers of Irishmen as a whole, within the British Army’s establishment, rose
from 112,977 in 1854 to 246,716 in 1856. Although the Irish-born Army officer
corps and rank-and-file were, as Peter Karsten argues, ‘slightly’ and ‘grossly’
overrepresented respectively in the peacetime Army, given the lack of appeal which
9
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the career had to men in Britain with greater career prospects, any numerical
increase in the proportion of Irishmen during the war would have been offset by a
similar increase in English, Welsh and Scots during the war, especially the former.14
Although the official reports and the composite tables of Hanham and Spiers show
that the proportion of Irish continued to fall between the decade that preceded the
war and the decade that followed, the years 1854 to 1856 saw thousands of Irishmen
from a variety of backgrounds and for a variety of reasons, enlisting and obtaining
commissions in the forces. That being said, analysis of the numbers recruited during
the early years of the Irish Famine15 suggests that, in spite of the fall in Irish numbers
in the Army between 1840 and 1861, the Irish proportion may have in fact been
higher at the outbreak of the war, and thus closer to Brian Griffin’s and Hanham’s
estimates – 40% and circa 50% respectively – than David Murphy’s estimate of circa
33%. 16 The former’s estimates are bolstered by unofficial, contemporary, figures
offered by the Licensed Vintners and Grocers Association in 1854 (43,000 or 42.3%)
and the Freeman’s Journal in 1857 (43,000 or 33.9%). Both of which still conform in
general to Hanham’s table and its message of decline.17 Griffin argues that ‘even if
one cannot give a precise figure of the number of Irishmen serving in the British
Army in the 1850s’, or who entered service during the war, it should not be doubted
that Irish soldiers ‘played a substantial role in the Crimean conflict’.18 Yet before they
could play that role many civilians had first to enlist or to obtain commissions, while
serving personnel had to transfer from the Militia or other regular units (in both
Ireland and Britain) to those that were designated for active service.
The reason for the overall and proportional decline in the numbers of Irishmen
within the Army during the nineteenth century was primarily due to a decline in the
portion of Irish society that supplied them – unskilled rural labourers, who were
often ‘encouraged to enlist by want of alternative employment’. 19 Although they
accounted for a higher proportion of Irish recruits, such rural-born men were not
absent amongst their mainland counterparts. In London especially ‘north
14
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countrymen, generally ... from Scotland, from Yorkshire, and Northumberland’ were
heavily recruited, having ‘come up for employment’ but then failing to find any.20 As
Spiers and Skelley have shown, abatement in their numbers throughout the century
was due to continued industrialisation and urbanisation, coupled with emigration and
increased agricultural wages (and the latter was more prominent in Ireland). This was
counterbalanced by a corresponding rise in the numbers of men enlisting from urban
areas.21 Although their numbers declined dramatically throughout the century, Peter
Karsten argues that rural labourers were still prevalent among Irish recruits on the
eve of the First World War.22 The prominence of these labouring classes in the ranks
of the Army during the Crimean War is perhaps most evident, outside of the
regimental muster rolls, in the entries of the out-pensioners’ roll books of the Royal
Hospital, Kilmainham. Taking the cavalry and infantry personnel entered in February
1857 as an illustrative sample, the proportion of labourers amongst them was 33%
and 87.5% respectively. This trend persists throughout the entries for that year, as
well as in other years before and after the Crimean War. The prominence of the
‘labourer’, which too often could mean unemployed person or even vagrant, is also
seen in the Militia.23
Spiers has also shown that the proportion of Irish and Roman Catholics in the Army
was almost equal throughout much of the century.24 This confirms that the majority
of the labourers, and Irish recruits in general, were Roman Catholics. During the war
the prevalence of Catholics amongst Irish recruits into the Army was highlighted by
both the Belfast News-Letter and the Banner of Ulster; neither of which had
traditionally been a friend to Catholicism. In March 1854 the Banner reported that
the majority of people in Belfast that had ‘mounted the cockade’ in the preceding six
months had been Catholics. While in December the News-Letter described ‘the
ardour and enthusiasm’ with which Catholics had flocked, and were deemed still to
be flocking in every town and rural district, to enlist into both the Army and the
Militia. This it suggested clearly illustrated their ‘loyalty and patriotism’.25 On the
other hand the middle (and urban working) classes were, especially during peacetime,
largely absent from the enlisted ranks and those commissioned, as they generally did
not have a problem obtaining employment and could more often rely on steady
wages. This meant they were much less likely to take up a military profession that
20
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required the acceptance of ‘fierce discipline, spartan conditions of service and
minimal reward’.26 For example in 1861 only 4 out of every 1,000 recruits examined
in Ireland were described as coming from ‘Professional occupations’ or being
‘students’, and only sixty-eight as ‘Shop men and clerks’; the remainder were
labourers or in trade, as can be seen in Table 1.27
England &
Wales
%

Scotland

Ireland

UK

%

%

%

Labourers, husbandmen and servants

49.8

33.4

57.1

48.4

Manufacturing artisans, cloth workers,
weavers, lace makers etc)
Mechanics employed in occupations
favourable to physical development (as
carpenters, smiths, masons etc)

14.7

20.8

11.3

15.1

21.8

38.2

20.6

24.3

Shop men and clerks

11.3

6.4

6.8

9.6

Professional occupations, students

0.5

0.7

0.4

0.6

Boys

1.9

0.5

3.8

2.0

Table 1: Occupations of every 1,000 recruits examined in 1861.
This trend was evident during the Crimean War, especially in the north where
employment was steady. Ulstermen showed a reluctance to enlist until after the war
had been declared and a similar apprehension persisted among farmers. Yet war
could change that. At its annual meeting in March 1854, the Licensed Grocers and
Vintners Association declared,
after the late few weeks of enlistment, that 1,300 men had been enlisted
here [in Dublin]; not men who entered the Army through want, as was the
general motive, but men who had left good employments, and some from
their own houses, too.28
A similar occurrence was reported in the enlistment en masse of twenty-five Dublin
cab drivers in the previous month. It was believed by both the paper and the
26
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Vintners Association that it had been some sense of chivalry that had spurred these
men to take the shilling.29
As Karsten argues, there were multiple reasons why men in Ireland enlisted or took
commissions in the military; these could be financial, adventure, escape, religion,
patriotism and even tradition. 30 While the latter was quite prevalent among the
enlisted ranks, as illustrated by the case of David Browne of the 20th Foot (who was
‘born in the 50th Regt’, whose wife’s father had served and whose own daughter
married a soldier), it was even more so among the officer corps.31 The sons of the
Irish landowners and wealthy or professional men, especially those who would not
inherit and did not wish to become lawyers or clergymen, provided the majority of
Ireland’s officers (primarily Army).32 Although their Anglican peers in Britain followed
a similar trend, the Irish still remained slightly overrepresented in the Army’s overall
officer corps owing to a lack of alternative prospects in Ireland compared to those
found across the Irish Sea.33
Yet in the case of the enlisted man there existed one factor that would not have
been prevalent among the officers – drunkenness. The enlistment of men who
‘frequented “haunts of dissipation and inebriation”’ was one of the most common
and traditional practices of the nineteenth century and those that preceded it.34 Men
were either approached in such places while under the influence of alcohol, or
potential recruits were deliberately inebriated in order to loosen their inhibitions.
This practice was utilised by both the Army, the Navy and the Militia and can be seen
in the case of Private Thomas Coffey of the City of Dublin Militia, who ‘unfortunately
enlisted ... through the advice of bad advisers and drunkenness’ in early 1855.35
It cannot be underestimated how influential the visual and aural military display was
upon individuals. Recruiting sergeants and parties with bright red jackets, fife and
drum and coloured ribbons flowing from their hats were often said to be an
29
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inducement. So important was this element of enlistment during the war that the
Mayo Constitution lamented the local Militia regiment’s use of posters which
highlighted the £6 bounty payable upon enlistment in lieu of ‘martial music and gailydressed Militiamen’. The latter, it was conceived, would much better excite the
enthusiasm of the peasantry and offer more inducements to them than the ‘liberal
offers of bounty on paper’.36 In Louth too, in 1855, the failure of the local Militia to
play spirited music or to hold themselves in a pristine martial manner was deemed to
be one of the contributing factors to a failed recruitment drive.37 Unlike the period
of the Boer War when such parties were thwarted and harassed at every turn by the
Irish Transvaal Committee, during the Crimean War parties of that nature were
generally well received in most localities.38
Although born over a decade after the Crimean War, Lieutenant-Colonel Charles
Octavius Head recalled how in his youth he always enjoyed travelling into the local
town of Birr in King’s County. There he would see ‘the red-coated soldiers walking
along the road’ looking like ‘such gentlemen compared with the local inhabitants’ and
the officers of the garrison regiments who ‘always appeared to me to be veritable
gods from Olympus’.39
Yet the path to become such a ‘god’ was a more complex affair than simply taking
the Queen’s shilling as an enlisted soldier. During the war men eagerly sought and
obtained commission in the regular Army and the Militia by three mechanisms. The
first of these was the use of written petitions to senior military figures such as the
commander of the forces in Ireland, the commander-in-chief at Horse Guards and
Militia colonels. These were termed ‘memorials’. During the war the commander of
the forces in Ireland was inundated with requests from fathers, mothers,
acquaintances and applicants themselves for commissions, both with and without
purchase, in the regular Army, the Militia and in one instance the Navy. On other
occasions the Militia colonels were contacted directly.40 The second was that they
benefited from the patronage of a family member or a friend being perhaps the
colonel or lieutenant-colonel of a Militia regiment. This enabled young men who met
the appropriate property requirements (or their families did) to be nominated for a
36
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commissioned appointment.41 The power of colonels, who were often prominent
local landowners and peers, to recommend men for appointments was one which
often saw multiple members of their own families or other prominent local families
holding commissions in the same regiment.42 This was also seen in the regular Army;
Lord Raglan’s staff in the East contained five of his nephews.43 The third was the
same form of patronage was applied to the regulars through ensigns’ commissions
which were given by the commander-in-chief to Militia colonels ‘for every 75 men
who were given to the line [regular Army]’. Those commissions were placed at the
sole disposal of the Militia colonels.44
Recruitment during the Crimean War was also subject to other factors beyond the
personal motivations and the social status of the soldier; the location, time, corps
and method employed were also important. Although war was not declared by
Britain (or France) until late March 1854, the government put the military on a war
footing from early February. In that month the Army and Navy were ordered to
meet their establishments, as they had both fallen well below target during the forty
years of general European peace and as a result of British fiscal retrenchment.45 The
first strategy employed to obtain recruits was that of multiple recruitment parties. In
many instances multiple parties from the same regiment or corps were found
operating in a single area; Dublin was the home of several recruiting parties at that
stage. In June Belfast had six parties from the Scots Fusiliers, 13th, 45th and 67th Foot,
the Royal Marines and the Royal Artillery all plying their trade and in the following
month that number rose to ten.46
While urban areas had large concentrations of people from whom the sergeants
could recruit, in the countryside regiments had to rely on events or places which
concentrated the population, such as fairs or taverns. From the beginning until the
end of the war recruiting parties for both the regular and Militia regiments used
county and town fairs as areas for recruiting.47 At that early stage a more complex
strategy was not necessary as men came forward eagerly and in large numbers, for
any of the aforementioned reasons. Even before the declaration of war Dublin was
described as having no difficulty ‘in obtaining the requisite supply of able-bodied
young men to complete the required augmentation of the land forces’. Recruitment
41
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in Dublin in mid-February was described as ‘brisk’, in spite of the bounty being low.
In the second week alone 500 men reportedly enlisted at various depots in the city,
while at the end of the following month the city’s depots were reportedly ‘thronged
with fine young fellows entering upon the service’. 48 In fact so great were the
numbers of men coming forward in Belfast in those early months that the recruiting
staff of the northern circuit under Lieutenant-Colonel Adair moved from Newry, in
order to better coordinate the intake.49
As previously mentioned Ulstermen, or at least Ulster Protestants, demonstrated an
initial reluctance to enlist and give up decent wages before the war. Yet by the latter
part of March the numbers of Ulster Protestants coming forward had increased
substantially in the areas of Dromore, Lurgan and Banbridge, where several
recruiting parties made ‘successful efforts’. Although this tapered off somewhat
around July, by December (and most likely due to the Battle of Inkerman - the third
battle of the war), good numbers of ‘fine young men’ with ‘warlike thoughts’ were
being recruited into both the regular and the local Militia regiments in Armagh and
Newry. This mirrored similar trends in both Dublin and London.50 By that month it
was reported that 800 men were being recruited per week in Ireland. Yet due to its
smaller population, continued emigration, and the increase in agricultural wages,
Connacht was the worst province for recruiting, once Ulster had become active.51
Although Ireland was predominantly an Army recruitment ground where neither
‘marine nor seaman would have any chance before a “regular” red coat’, it did still
annually provided a large body of men for the Navy in the 1850s. According to David
Murphy the Royal Navy in this period was comprised of about 20% Irishmen, and
while that might be true (a lack of official figures makes it hard to confirm), the
official recruitment figures for 1852, and the figures closest to the war years, puts the
percentage of Irish recruits at about 10%. 52 Regardless of this disparity it still
highlights the fact that Irishmen constituted the second most prominent national
group in the Navy at the time of the war, far out-stripping the Scots or the Welsh.
While the total Irish representation for the period is in debate, what is not is their
origins. According to the aforementioned figures (visible in Tables 2 and 3) the
majority of Irishmen who entered into the Royal Navy or the Royal Naval Coast
Volunteers (RNCV) at that time came from the western and southern coasts. This
was in spite of the fact that direct recruitment into the Royal Navy was conducted by
48
49
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various naval officers in others parts of the country throughout the war, but
especially before the departure of the Baltic Fleet in March 1854. For example in
mid-February an officer was reported as having particular success enrolling ‘able
seamen, landsmen, and first-class boys for service afloat’ at Waterford, and only a
week later the captain of the ‘war steamer Bosphur took on board “40 lively young
fellows”’ at Kingstown. In March Captain Chambers travelled along the northern and
eastern coasts recruiting men and also collecting members of the Coast Guard for
regular service.53
In 1854 both the Coast Guard and the RNCV comprised the Royal Navy’s reserve.
Although the former officially came under the control of the Board of Trade, from
1831 it was managed by the Admiralty. It was also staffed by ex-naval seamen. The
latter service was the new ‘Sea Militia’ or part-time naval reserve that was
established by parliament in August 1853 and only began recruiting in January 1854.54
Although the Coast Guard in Ireland did represent a potential pool of several
hundred men for the Navy to draft (as not all were eligible to serve afloat), at the
time it had additional roles. These were to ‘guard the coasts’, but primarily against
smuggling and not against invasion, and to undertake life-saving duties. Its men were
based in hundreds of ‘stations’ on the coasts of the United Kingdom and in 1852 it
had a total strength of 5,691 (down from 6,149 in 1848). In that latter year there
were 1,485 men in the Coast Guard in Ireland, 198 in Scotland and 4,008 in England
and Wales.55 This again reflects Ireland’s prominent place within the naval services of
the United Kingdom at that time. During the early part of the war Irish newspapers
regularly reported the numbers of Irish Coast Guards who were drafted into the
naval service, but as those men were already full-time employees of the state they
were not actually recruits. Thus they do not come under the remit of this paper.
Also many of those men were from other parts of the United Kingdom, and perhaps
even abroad. That being said, given that by mid-February some 1,500 Coast Guards
(from all over the United Kingdom) had been drafted into the fleet, they do
represent a definite part of Ireland’s contribution to the manning of the Navy during
the Crimean War.56
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Between February and May 1854 Captain A.W. Jerningham, Inspecting Commander
of the Coast Guard in Ireland,57 having been especially tasked by the Admiralty,
travelled between Galway and Cork in order to enlist at least 1,000 ‘seafaring men’ –
fishermen, turf boat men, quayside labourers and ‘lumpers’ (men who had served a
few years afloat) – into the RNCV from the ‘coastal settlements’.58 As is evident
from the recruitment reports of both the Royal Navy and the RNCV, the naval
services only recruited men from a sea-faring background and coastal localities. This
differed greatly to the regular Army and ‘Land Militias’, which could enlist men from
any background (including the Coast Guard).59 Between 1 October 1853 and 31
December 1855 a total of 13,974 men joined the Royal Navy, of which 258 were
from the merchant Navy; the remainder were ‘from the shore’ and were described
as ‘seafaring men’.60 Not only does this show the social origins of naval recruits, it
also shows the failure of the Merchant Seamen Register. This was an established
mechanism used by the Admiralty in the decades preceding the war to try and draw
upon its traditionally favoured manpower pool.
As in Ireland, seafarers in England, Wales and Scotland were recruited to the naval
services from coastal towns and cities. Although the traditional recruiting tool – the
press gang – was not employed during the war with Russia (or indeed at any time
after 1815), the fear of it persisted in isolated rural communities. The nationalist
newspaper The Nation alleged that such fear had scared people from the coastal
communities into emigrating in early 1854. 61 While this was no doubt an
exaggeration, the fear did persist in some regions of the United Kingdom right into
the 1880s.62 In fact, and contrary to such claims, an enthusiasm, similar to that seen
for the land forces, was present within coastal communities. The following February
a report in the Belfast News-Letter most clearly illustrates this by the state of affairs in
Cork at that time. It declared that ‘the enrolment of volunteers for the defence of
the coast by Captain Jeringham, R.N., is proceeding with unexpected rapidity. The
number of eager applicants is quite prodigious, and the office of the Mercantile
57
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Marine Board is completely besieged by persons offering themselves. On Friday over
one hundred were enrolled, which, considering that each individual has to undergo
medical inspection and receive a certificate, may be considered rapid work … There
is no doubt that the coast volunteers of this port will soon amount to a very
formidable body’.63
This enthusiasm continued into May 1855 when the Cork press reported, not only
that Jerningham was still present at Cork, but that he was still enlisting large numbers
of men into the RNCV, and that ‘the anxiety to enlist being so great that many run
after him in the streets requesting to be enrolled’. 64 While the main naval
recruitment towns in Ireland were Belfast and Londonderry in Ulster, Cork, Kinsale,
Queenstown, Limerick and Waterford in Munster, Dublin in Leinster and Galway in
Connacht, in 1852 56% of the 2,375 Irish men and boys recruited into the Royal
Navy came from Cork alone, with another 7.6% coming from the western and
southern counties of Clare, Galway and Kerry. Thus the recruitment focus of the
most senior figure of the RNCV in Ireland and of the contemporary press on the
region which gave the Navy over 60% of its Irish recruits is understandable.65 Yet,
while it can be seen in Tables 2 and 3 below that every county in Ireland gave at least
one man or boy to the service the fact certain counties gave substantially more
needs some explanation.
The reasons why so many men were recruited from so few localities stemmed
principally from their maritime natures – all such counties bordered the sea – and
the fact that they were all consequently home to substantial maritime, or more
specifically fishing, populations. In the case of Cork, at this time it was the foremost
maritime county in Ireland; it boasted three times as many ‘fishing districts’, four
times as much coastline, ten times as many boats and five times as many fishermen
and boys than its nearest rival and second largest contributor to the service:
Dublin.66 This was partly due to the fact that Cork was the largest county in Ireland.
The same factors can be attributed to Dublin and the other principal counties of
Antrim, Galway, Kerry, and Waterford. That being said there were some counties
with similar large populations: Down, Mayo and Wexford, which did not give as
many. This might be attributed to a lack of exposure to the Navy. According to
Daira Brunicardi, the isolated maritime communities of the Atlantic coastline, which
in the case of Jerningham’s recruitment activity in 1854-5 stretched from Galway to
Cork, had regular contact with patrolling Royal Navy vessels and thus formed lasting
relationships and economic ties with the service. The popularity of the RNCV more
63
64
65
66
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especially during the war might also be attributed to what Brunicardi refers to as the
unparalleled respect which the Coast Guard received along the coast.67 As a new
adjunct to that old reserve the RNCV, which comprised men of the locality, may
have inherited the population’s positive perception of the other service. The
enthusiasm may have also simply been a maritime version of the same enthusiasm
and feelings shown by ‘landsmen’ for the Army and more importantly the Militia
during the war. In contrast the fact that other counties which had small maritime
populations (Antrim, Dublin and Waterford) gave far more than their share to the
Navy, might be explained by the prominence of steam packet shipping and
shipbuilding in their ports.
Men

Boys

Total

Men

Boys

Total

Antrim

87

5

92

Londonderry

25

3

28

Armagh

8

2

Carlow

2

0

10

Longford

1

1

2

2

Louth

28

6

34

Cavan

4

Clare

29

1

5

Mayo

33

9

42

4

33

Meath

4

0

4

Cork
Donegal

1,104

233

1,347

Monaghan

5

1

6

27

5

32

Queen’s County

3

0

3

Down

45

2

42

Roscommon

5

3

8

Dublin

207

25

232

Sligo

11

6

17

Fermanagh

7

0

7

Tipperary

20

1

21

Galway

42

8

50

Tyrone

6

1

7

Kerry

85

13

98

Waterford

65

13

78

Kildare

5

0

5

Westmeath

7

2

9

Kilkenny

7

2

9

Wexford

46

5

51

King’s County

5

0

5

Wicklow

22

5

27

Leitrim

1

0

1

Limerick

38

4

42

Not known
Total

21
2,005

10
370

31
2,375

Table 2: Origin of Royal Navy recruits from Ireland in 1852.68
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Men

Boys

Total

England

14,756

3,053

17,809 (79.7%)

Wales

340

32

372 (1.6%)

Scotland

796

28

824 (3.6%)

Ireland

2,005

370

2,375 (10.6%)

Table 3: Origin of Royal Navy recruits from the United Kingdom in 1852.
Cork’s supremacy was due to additional factors not present for other Irish counties.
It stood, geographically, on ‘the western approaches to Europe’ and its large natural
deep-water harbour principally sited at the town of Cove (later Queenstown)
offered the large convoys during the North American and Napoleonic Wars the
perfect place to assemble, shelter, get orders and resupply. During those years Cork
Harbour developed rapidly from a poor little fishing village into ‘a centre of intense
naval and maritime activity’ and ‘the Holy Ground … sacred to every species of
maritime frolic and disposition’, which could regularly have 300 sails moored within
its confines.69 Cove by the time of the Crimean War ‘was fully immersed in the life
and work of the Navy’; it was home to extremely large victualing yards and
storehouses, ordnance stores, repair facilities and even a hospital. Cove’s economy
was especially orientated towards all things maritime and naval and this gave rise to
and was supported by scores of secondary industries and trades, including coopering,
provisioning and the making of butter and ropes.70 All of this work coupled with that
generally done around the harbour required huge numbers of labourers. These men,
if not actually coming from sea-faring backgrounds or communities, knew the
shipping and sailing trade by association and formed a cohort of potential recruits for
both the RNCV and the Royal Navy, as is evident from the Cork newspaper reports
during the war. It is also very possible that a long-established and wide-spread
practice of naval service existed in Cork by the time of the Crimean War, which, as
in the case of the Army, ensured a steady supply of men simply owing to family
tradition.
Although no corroborating accounts of figures have yet been found, one editorial
from the Irish Ecclesiastical Gazette in 1856 reported that a total of 3,500 sailors were
discharged in Belfast in that year and that also that 600 of those men were of that
port. Whether or not this was the case is unclear, but given the general numbers of
69
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Coast Guard reportedly ‘collected’ along the coast during early 1854, the numbers of
men who enrolled in the RNCV in 1854 and 1855 and the numbers who joined ships
in port, coupled with all the unaccounted volunteers, it is certainly very plausible that
those sailors accounted for all, or part of, the Irish naval contribution to the Crimean
War. This is enforced by the fact that throughout 1855 2,000 invalided soldiers, all
Irish or connected to Ireland, were returned to Ireland by the Army authorities.
While the Royal Navy’s reserve arm had remained functional in the years after
Waterloo, in the form of the Coast Guard, and to which was added the RNCV from
early 1854, albeit far below its optimum establishment, its Army equivalent had not.
The Militia existed in a disembodied state, comprising only a small officer cadre from
the late 1820s until 1852 when the English and Welsh regiments were re-embodied
in response to Louis-Napoleon’s coup in France.71 Yet it was not until 1854 and 1855
that the Irish and Scottish regiments were obliged to follow. As Olive Anderson
argues, during the war the dominant school of thought was (as during the
Napoleonic Wars) that the Militia would be the primary source of recruits for the
Army regiments, or ‘the line’.72 This was partly the aim of the RNCV. As this became
the case after the enlistment rushes in early and late 1854 it is from them that the
clearest picture of Irish enlistment can be gleaned.73 Recruitment for the Militia was
conducted all over Ireland and, as for the regulars, the numbers attested and the
levels of success differed both by locality and the time of year. Enrolment was
especially high in the early months of 1855 following the initial re-embodiment of the
Irish Militias. However, the numbers declined substantially in the middle months of
1855 due to what was perceived as a stalemate in the war but also because the
demands of the agricultural calendar redirected to the land many men who would
have otherwise enlisted. The counties of Antrim, Donegal, Kerry and Mayo gave the
largest numbers of men to the Militia, and consequently to the line regiments as well.
However, many other counties gave large numbers of men to the regulars but were
unable also to maintain their own Militia establishments. The constant drain of men
from Militia regiments was a matter of frustration for some colonels, such as the
Marquis of Clanricarde. In a letter dated 20 April 1855 he described the Galway
(Infantry) Militia as having been ‘almost ruined by sending off last week, about 150 of
71
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our best soldiers to the Line’.74 On a single parade in September 1855 ninety-six men
of the South Cork Militia volunteered for the Army.75 Yet in spite of the frustration
which some colonels may have felt, the government and Dublin Castle did offer
substantial inducements for the Militia to support the line. These were the enlistment
bounty of 7s. 6d. which was given to Militia sergeants ‘for every volunteer to the line
received’ but also the threat to withhold the pay of any regiment’s officers should its
contributions to the line be deficient.76 The numbers of men enlisted to the line from
the Irish regiments between 1854 and 1856 can be seen in Tables 4 to 6 on a county,
provincial and United Kingdom basis.77
Regiment

Volunteers

Regiment

Volunteers

Antrim Infantry

455

North Cork

308

Limerick County

437

Fermanagh

283

Armagh Infantry

407

Wexford

252

Kerry

398

Galway Infantry

250

North Down

386

Dublin City Artillery

237

Royal Dublin City

362

Donegal Infantry

231

Dublin County

343

South Mayo

229

Londonderry Infantry

324

Table 4: Top fifteen providers of volunteers, 1854 to 1856.
No. of Regiments

1854

1855

1856

Total

Connacht

6

0

769

275

1044

Leinster

14

27

1820

1109

2956

Munster

11

176

1438

820

2434

Ulster

14

57

2051

1141

3249

45

260

6078

3345

9683

Table 5: Volunteers to the line from each province, 1854 to 1856.
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1854

1856

Volunteered

Volunteered Volunteered

11,809

13,538

3,963

Scotland

196

2,306

697

Ireland

260

6,078

3,345

Total

12,265

21,922

8,005

England &
Wales

1856

Table 6: United Kingdom volunteers to the line, 1854 1856.78
What can be seen in the tables above is that the Irish Militia responded very
positively to the need for men in the East, especially in 1855. Proportionately,
although not numerically, Ireland (and Scotland) gave more men than England and
Wales during the latter years of the war, while Ulster can be seen to have
contributed the most of the four provinces. This was largely due to the lateness of
the latter’s embodiments; by 1855 the numbers in English regiments were falling.
Ireland’s Militia contribution conformed largely to its traditional contribution to the
line, being largely from the infantry units. The predominance of Ulstermen can be
attributed to two factors; firstly that Ulster contained the majority of Ireland’s
population in those years – over 2,000,000 out of 6,500,000 – and secondly, Ireland’s
linen trade suffered greatly during 1855 due to the interruptions of both imports of
flax seed from Russia and exports of British manufactured goods to Australia and the
United States.79 While Ulstermen were reluctant to enlist in early 1854 due to good
wages and stable employment, in the absence of these in 1855 their mind-sets
transposed. This contrasted with the vastly improved state of agriculture (more
predominant in the southern provinces) at the same time, which saw prices,
production and most importantly the wages of (and demand for) labourers rise.80
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The population factor also applies to every other county in Table 4.81 While the Irish
Militia as a whole surpassed its quota in 1855 by nearly 17 per cent, eight of the
thirty-five infantry and seven of the ten artillery regiments failed to do so. The
primary reason for this would appear to have been the smaller populations and rural
disposition of those counties. The latter factor is supported by the fact that all three
of the artillery units that did surpass their quotas were city regiments: Cork, Dublin
and Limerick; Antrim also came close, most likely owing to Belfast.82
However positive the responses were to the initial embodiment of and recruitment
for the Irish Militia and the need for men to transfer to the line, the process of
disembodying those same regiments less than two years later became mired in
scandal in the form of a mutiny in the town of Nenagh in County Tipperary.
Although occurring within the Crimean War context, the Nenagh Mutiny – which
saw the men of the North Tipperary Militia disobey their officers, attack the local
constabulary and civil authorities, terrorise the local populace, destroy property and
engage in street fighting with regular troops during a twenty-four hour period of 7–8
July 1856 – was not a wholly unique event of the war nor was it a simple negative
response to disembodiment alone. Rather it was part of a wider trend of Militia
rioting in the United Kingdom before, during and after the war. On 13 May 1855 a
‘riot of a very serious character’ occurred at Plymouth between the Royal Marines
and the 2nd Royal Cheshire Militia, having developed from ‘disputes at the beerhouses
in the town’, while on 29 May 1856 the 3rd West York Militia became involved in ‘a
melee’ with civilians on the quayside at Belfast during their embarkation. Throughout
the war years Kilmainham was inundated with reports of confrontations of this
nature. That being said, the use of firearms and the loss of life at Nenagh were new.83
While Irish parliamentarians did respond to the matter in both Houses of Parliament
during the days and weeks which followed, the primary respondent to the outrage
was the Commander of the Focres in Ireland, Lord Seaton. Having received the
report of the mutiny he contacted, via telegram, Major-General Sir James Charles
Chatteron, Commander of the Limerick District, and the commanders of the 41st,
47th and 55th Foot at Birr and Templemore, with the aim of suppressing the riot.84
Following this successful completion of this, Seaton recommended to the Lord
81
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Lieutenant of Ireland, the Earl of Carlisle, that it was ‘expedient’ that ‘[a] few
examples’ be made of the mutineers in order to ‘mark the misconduct of a corps
nearly all the men of which were implicated in the atrocious outrages committed’ –
ten were chosen. Yet ‘the Executive’ – Carlisle – felt it pertinent to show leniency to
the guilty parties (as the Limerick Reporter had hoped) and they received a variety of
sentences ranging from transportation for life (later commuted) to two years in
prison with hard labour, instead of death. 85 Seaton followed up what might be
termed as his ‘stick’ approach with a ‘carrot’ one. The regiment was disembodied
like the rest of the Irish Militia, and not disbanded as he had previously considered as
a form of punishment, and a new circular was issued to all the Militia colonels
explicitly explaining ‘the amount which Militia men will be entitled to ... [when] ...
disembodied’.86 The North Tipperary regiment was also specifically addressed on the
day of its disembodiment so that any ‘misapprehensions which have been alleged in
extenuation of the insubordinate conduct of the corps’ would be removed.87 Finally,
along with any and all pay due to them, Seaton ensured, through a direct request to
Carlisle’s Under-Secretary, Thomas Larcom, that given the worn-out state of the
men’s clothing their gratuity money ought to be spent on new clothes. This he
argued ‘they should [do] without delay’ so that the men ‘may be dismissed in a state
which will not call forth the compassion of the country’.88 Although the mutiny was
an isolated affair largely instigated by a combination of local factors – the ‘ragged’
condition of their uniforms due to clothier’s delay, the failure of officers to properly
inform the men about pay, and the decision of the commander to confiscate the
men’s best trousers89 – these subsequent measures may well have more fully ensured
no additional discontent, and ensured that the other Irish regiments like the North
Tipperary Militia returned to their homes in ‘remarkably good’ temper.90
As Tom Bartlett and Keith Jeffery argue, Ireland’s military tradition is more
discontinuous and incoherent than is the ‘commonly agreed assumption’ and one
such ‘discontinuity’ was the spike in patriotism and enthusiasm for the British military
and war in general during the Crimean campaign, following a period of forty years of
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peace.91 Interestingly, this was seen again sixty years later with the outbreak of the
Great War, and much more so in the Irish context than during the preceding Boer
War. The war against Russia between 1854 and 1856 was an important and
influential event in Irish nineteenth-century history, politically, socially, religiously,
economically and of course militarily, and in Irish society’s relationship with the
British Armed Forces and Irishmen’s individual decisions to enter those services.
However absent Ireland’s Catholic population was from the subscription lists of
wartime charities such as the Central Association in Aid of Soldiers’ Wives on Active
Service and the Patriotic Fund Catholics were found in plentiful numbers in the
enlistment rolls of the Army and Navy, both regular and reserve. Whether out of
financial necessity, as in the case of so many labourers in early 1854 and linen
workers in 1855, a patriotic or adventurous spirit as in the case of the group of
Dublin cab drivers, or a sense of obligation due to family tradition and many other
reasons, men from every county and all social backgrounds entered the various arms
and corps of the military throughout the Crimean War with the poorer classes
enlisting and the richer classes obtaining commissions.
The numbers of men who came forward in Ireland declined between 1854 and 1856,
as it did across the United Kingdom, but they rose in the wake of the Battle of
Inkerman and the siege operations. The Irish Militia provided proportionately more
men to the regular Army than England and Wales, while the seafaring men at
Queenstown were still found pursuing the naval recruitment officer for enlistment as
late as May 1855 (fourteen months after the war had broken out and nine months
after siege operations had begun in the Crimea). No active or national antirecruitment campaign was conducted during those years, and sentiments of any such
nature were limited.92 Although they had various reasons for their actions, the efforts
of thousands of civilians who volunteered to serve in all branches of the military
demonstrates the appeal the war had to many. The Crimean War in one way marked
a turning point in Irish society’s relationship with the British military in the
nineteenth century; in others it simply saw a continuation of existing trends. In the
case of the popular perceptions of the common soldier and his wife, people in
Ireland, like their peers in Britain, came to view the former with a greater respect
and even reverence and the latter with a greater degree of compassion and humility.
Yet it saw the pre-war traditions of military service and philanthropy continue
(although the latter was partially redirected towards the individual soldiers and their
families) alongside the slow and steady decline in the numbers of Irishmen within the
British military. In spite of the Crimean War the long term and downward trend in
Irish participation in Great Britain’s armed continued.
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BRITISH RECRUITMENT IN IRELAND DURING THE CRIMEAN WAR
As was stated at the beginning of Ireland’s military historiography and the synthesis
of the same manifest by A Military History of Ireland, illustrates Ireland’s diverse and
lengthy military history. This exists both within the context of the battlefield but also
in the ‘social and political’ context of everyday life and society; to this expansive
historiography can also be added the Crimean War. It not only impacted Irish society
within the military history sphere, principally through recruitment, but also through
its role (and the role of military warfare more generally) in shaping and influencing
Ireland’s and Irish society’s relationships with the British Armed Forces and even the
British state, monarchy and empire during the union period. As a consequence of not
only the Land Wars and Home Rule agitation in Ireland, but also the Indian Mutiny,
the wars of Italian reunification, the US Civil War, the Franco-Prussian War and the
Boer War, both the Irish population and the Army underwent a substantial
politicisation in the latter half of the nineteenth century. The Crimea War represents
the pinnacle of Ireland’s relationship with the British Empire and the last popular
surge in Irish recruitment as well as enthusiasm for the military before the First
World War. 93
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