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In 1864, John Warren, a native of Clonakilty, launched his newspaper The Fenian 
Spirit in Boston, Massachusetts, boldly declaring its purpose ‘to inculcate and 
perpetuate our undying hatred of English oppression’ and secure ‘Ireland’s 
National Independence!’2 No one could doubt the Fenian spirit of Warren. 
‘He has always been in the front rank when the tocsin-peal was sounded’, 
noted Frank Leslie’s Illustrated Newspaper in 1869.3 After immigrating to America 
in 1853, Warren joined the Fenian Brotherhood, serving as the centre for 
Massachusetts in 1863, the President of the New England Convention of the 
Fenian Brotherhood in 1864 and, in his most daring venture, as one of the 
commanders on Jacmel (rechristened Erin’s Hope) which sailed to Ireland to 
aid the March Rising of 1867 and ‘revolutionize Ireland’.4 His Jacmel voyage 
would end in his arrest and conviction for treason felony, as well as his 
immortalisation in John Savage’s Fenian Heroes and Martyrs.5  Warren did not 
free Ireland, though not for the lack of trying. But he did achieve revolutionary 
change of a different sort, provoking a diplomatic ruckus that ended with far-
reaching changes in the British and American law of citizenship. 

Reflecting on his political awakening as a young boy in Clonakilty, Warren 
credited his ‘patriotic parents’ who taught him ‘by example and instruction’ 
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about his proud Irish heritage.6 His parents, Timothy Warren and Mary née 
Canty, and his uncle, Michael, were wool combers, an old and respected trade 
that had once commanded high wages and prestige in Co. Cork. The only 
son of five children, Warren would have likely followed his father’s trade, had 
times been good.7 But by May 1834, when Warren was born, the Irish wool 
industry had plummeted, the victim of mechanisation and British policies 
that favoured English over Irish woollens, followed by a precipitous decline 
in the linen industry. Even as they welcomed their newborn son, the Warrens 
must have worried about his future as the prospects of the family and of the 
town of Clonakilty looked bleak. In 1824, Clonakilty had been described as ‘a 
considerable market town’ bustling with trade,8 but in 1846, on the eve of the 
Famine, Clonakilty, with its population shrinking, took on ‘an appearance of 
desertion, decay, and coming misery’.9 

Still, Warren had what sociologists today call ‘social capital’; he was 
born into a close-knit network of artisans and shopkeepers who had both a 
modicum of economic resources and, most importantly for his future career, 
a strong orientation towards politics.10 Warren clearly received a formal 
education somewhere in Clonakilty, a distinctive achievement as nearly 48% 
of the town’s residents could neither read nor write in 1841.11 But what he 
learned outside of school in the tumultuous 1840s proved just as formative for 
the budding Irish nationalist. As Michael O’Mahony points out in his article 
on the Irwins, Warren’s first cousins, Maxwell Irwin and Timothy Warren-
Anglin both participated in the Young Ireland Movement in 1848, probably 
providing stirring models for the fourteen-year-old Warren, who would later 
lionise the heroes of ‘48 in his Fenian Spirit newspaper. Before departing in the 
aftermath of the Famine and leaving Clonakilty’s stagnant economy behind, 
he had clearly become steeped in Irish nationalist history and politics, perhaps 
learning his future craft as a writer in one of the three newspaper reading 
rooms in Clonakilty where he might have found the Nation or pamphlets on 
Irish history and literature, published by the National Library of Ireland.12

Warren left for America in the spring of 1853 and later drew on familiar 
nationalist rhetoric to describe his ‘exile’ from his beloved country:

I was born beneath [England’s] … oppressive flag; but, guided by the 
example and instructions of patriotic parents, ere many years I realised 

my position. I observed, I read. I saw I was a slave, a victim of a cruel 
policy to my country and my race … I aspired to be free … I pictured 
to myself the honour, the glory, the position, which lay open to me 
beneath the glorious Stars and Stripes; and again, the obligations I 
owed to the home of my fathers.13

Warren painted a sorrowful picture of his departure, shared by thousands 
of Irish forced out of their homeland, their exile breeding long-smouldering 
resentment: ‘a happy home is broken up; a disconsolate mother, weeping 
sisters, relatives and friends, point out the fact that the mainstay of the old 

Fig. 1: John Warren (Taken from The Dock and the Scaffold:  
The Manchester Tragedy and the Cruise of the Jacknell. 1868. Available online at  

https://www.gutenberg.org/files/12961/12961-h/12961-h.htm).
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family is broken; another exile expatriated; another victim gone with a 
vengeance’.14 

Warren undoubtedly found his leave-taking painful but the actual 
circumstances of his emigration and settlement in the United States seem 
slightly less grim than his rhetoric suggests. By 1860, much of the Warren 
family, including his ‘weeping sisters’ and ‘disconsolate mother’,  had 
regrouped in Boston, the ‘Dublin of America’. Arriving in Boston on 17 June 
1853, Warren, just nineteen years old, may have travelled with his older 
sister, Mary Ann (1832–1903), her husband, Dennis O’Leary (1814–1900), 
and their two young children.15 Mary Ann would become the mainstay of 
the Warren family in America, taking in family members into her Arlington, 
Massachusetts, home over the years.16 By 1860, Warren’s sister, Anastasia, was 
living in Saugus, Massachusetts, and working as a cigar maker.17 His widowed 
mother, Mary, resided with him and his own growing family in Charlestown, 
across the Charles River from Boston and home to the naval shipyard and 

a growing community of Irish immigrants.18 Warren married Joanna (also 
known as ‘Hannah’ or ‘Anna’) Madigan and by 1865, had five children.19 

Warren embraced his new home, championing America as a ‘great and 
glorious Republic’,20 even though it did not always live up to its professed values. 
The Warrens landed in Boston just as the Know-Nothing movement reached 
its peak, targeting Irish Catholics as ‘un-American’ and a danger to republican 
liberty. Under the control of the ‘American Party’, Massachusetts passed laws to 
investigate Catholic nunneries, bar newly naturalised Americans from voting 
for twenty-one years and deport Irish immigrant paupers.21 Undeterred, Warren 
seized the opportunity to try and improve his situation, attending Comer’s 
Commercial College which courted immigrants with courses in penmanship, 
bookkeeping and banking, as well as with promises of upward mobility.22 But 
even he could not escape the tragedies that awaited many Irish immigrant 
families. Of his five children born between 1856 and 1865, only one survived 
into adulthood, the others dying of consumption and ‘scrofula’ (tuberculosis), 
diseases that plagued densely-packed immigrant neighbourhoods.23

The American Civil War dampened the nativist fires, as many Irish 
Americans, Warren included, rushed to join the Union Army and protect the 
republic that had provided them asylum.24 Warren raised his own company 
of 101 men from Boston to join Thomas Francis Meagher’s ‘Irish Brigade’ in 
New York, its members marching off to war, carrying both the green Irish flag, 
emblazoned with the golden harp, and the ‘starry flag’ of the United States, 
before cheering American crowds. Soon the cheers died down as the reality of 
America’s bloodiest war set in with the Irish Brigade having been decimated 
by devastating losses at Antietam and Fredericksburg.25 Warren’s own military 
career, which had begun on a high note, was chequered. Before his company had 
even started to fight, Warren was convicted by a court martial on 1 February 
1862 for being drunk and falling asleep while serving on picket duty.26 Warren 
passionately denied the charges, pleading to President Abraham Lincoln to 
reinstate him to the army, soon to go into battle:

My regiment is now about being engaged in that actual struggle for 
which we have waited so long; and I who have borne without a murmur 
the hardships and dangers of a winter encampment on a bleak cold hill 

Fig. 2: Headstone of Dennis O’Leary and Mary Ann Warren O’Leary and family,  
St Paul Cemetery, Arlington, Massachusetts (Photo: author 2010).
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side in Virginia, am about to be sent to my northern home, dishonored, 
ruined, and I might say, broken hearted …27

Warren’s eloquent pleas worked with even the members of the General 
Court Martial, who had convicted him, recommending clemency because of 
his ‘ardent desire to serve his country’ and the high regard in which he was 
held by fellow officers.28  

Reappointed as captain in his regiment, Warren once again faced court 
martial and a dishonourable discharge just six months later for being absent 
without leave.29 Warren again leapt to his own defence and the ‘everlasting 
reproach on me and my family’, arguing his commanding officer, Colonel John 
Burke, sought revenge because Warren had accused him of cowardice. Ever 
since, Warren claimed, ‘I was a marked man’.30 A court martial subsequently 
found Burke guilty of cowardice during the Battle of Antietam, for having 
‘crawled from the battlefield while his regiment was engaged with the enemy’.  
Finding Warren’s story ‘frank and plausible’, Judge Advocate General of the 
United States Army, Joseph Holt, recommended the order dismissing him from 
service be revoked but, for some reason, it was not.31 It would take thirty years 
and a special act of Congress to remove the stain from Warren’s military record.32

Returning home in disgrace to Charlestown, Warren set up shop as 
a grocer and provision dealer, offering ‘wines, liquors & cigars, ale, porter’ 
(see Fig. 3).33 But his real passion became advancing the cause of the Fenian 
Brotherhood. Founded in the United States by John O’Mahony in 1859 as 
a sister organisation of James Stephens’s Irish Republican Brotherhood 
in Ireland, the Fenian Brotherhood grew rapidly during the American 
Civil War. Its goal was to liberate Ireland from British rule through armed 
revolution. Fenians joined the Northern army to preserve the Union but also 
to gain military experience for their anticipated armed conflict with England. 
Fenians were recruited heavily among the Irish Brigade and by the end of 
the war, the secret organisation had perhaps as many as 250,000 members.34 
Warren claimed to be a founding member of the Brotherhood and, by 1863, 
had become the organisation’s ‘head centre’ for Massachusetts, attending the 
first national Fenian Brotherhood convention held in Chicago in November 
1863.35 In August 1864, John O’Mahony appointed Warren to be the ‘Central 
Organizer’ for New England, a task Warren relished as he busily organised 

new ‘circles’ of Fenians, triumphantly reporting to John O’Mahony that ‘our 
cause never was in a better condition than it is at the present time’.36

Warren, along with his co-editor Peter O’Neill Larkin, launched the fiery 
though short-lived Fenian Spirit newspaper the same month.37 In many respects, 
the Fenian Spirit resembled other immigrant newspapers that flooded American 
cities in the nineteenth century, providing news of the home country and a 
vehicle to track down missing loved ones who had emigrated. ‘Information 
wanted of Edmond Kearney, who left the co. Cork thirty years past; was heard 
of (indirectly) twelve years ago. Tidings of him will be thankfully received by 
his sorrowing brother, William’, read one plaintive notice.38 But the overriding 
purpose of the newspaper, as its masthead made clear, was to spark armed 
revolution in Ireland by rousing Irish Americans to action (Fig. 4). The 
masthead featured a rising Phoenix, an Irish harp and a cannon, followed by a 
couplet from a poem by the Young Irelander, Thomas Davis: 

Fig. 3: Advertisement, ‘John Warren, Grocer and Provision Dealer’  
(Fenian Spirit, 15 Oct. 1864). 
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The patient dint and powder shock
Can blast an empire like a rock!39

wherever you may be stand by our country now. Organize!’ Gird your men for 
the coming battle, urged Ellen Mahoney, director of the Fenian Sisterhood. 
‘We can ostracize the mere talking patriots’.43 Words (‘useless twaddle’) would 
not win Irish freedom, Warren declared.44 ‘Let your logic be made of lead, let 
your orators be cannon … make bonfires of your petitions’, he urged. ‘Cease 
to be beggars, and make yourselves men!’45  	

The American Fenians were divided bitterly over tactics, with the ‘Roberts 
wing’ pushing for armed invasion of Canada, as part of the British empire, 
and launching three unsuccessful military raids in June 1866. The ‘O’Mahony 
wing’ focused on spurring rebellion in Ireland by sending over arms and men 
in small groups beginning in 1865, in preparation for an eventual rising. Both 
factions agreed, however, that the ultimate goal was to bring Britain and the 
United States, already at odds over the American Civil War, to blows. ‘If the 
Celto-American incendiaries could only find out … a ground of quarrel with 
England, … it would be impossible to maintain peace for a single day’, warned 
one critic and Ireland might win freedom as an ally of the United States in the 
process.46 Warren strove to keep the fractious Fenian Brotherhood together, 
pleading ‘In God’s name … unite’ as the Rising finally appeared on the 
horizon.47 But Warren would do his best to fan divisions between Britain and 
the United States as he embarked on the most well-known phase of his Fenian 
career: the voyage of Erin’s Hope. 

On 12 April 1867, forty Fenian men boarded Jacmel, a small brigantine 
loaded with at least 5,000 rifles and revolvers, one and a half million rounds of 
ammunition and three small pieces of artillery.48 They set off from New York 
City to aid the long-awaited Rising in Ireland, which had finally taken place 
on 5 March under the leadership of Colonel Thomas J. Kelly. Kelly urgently 
pressed American Fenians to send ships with men and arms, saying ‘A landing 
in Sligo at the present time would be of infinite service’.49 Brigadier-General 
James E. Kerrigan, a colourful and brash politician from the infamous Five 
Points neighbourhood, commanded the ship, followed by Colonels William 
J. Nagle, a Civil War veteran born in New York, and Warren, serving as 
third in command.50 Leaving without clearance and flying no colours, Jacmel 
experienced smooth sailing at first, stopping on Easter Sunday, 21 April, to re-
christen the ship Erin’s Hope. Raising a green flag with a yellow sunburst and 
saluting it with thirty-two shots from the artillery guns, one for each county of 

Fig. 4: Masthead of Fenian Spirit, 15 Oct. 1864.

Readers were treated to heavy doses of Irish nationalist history; lessons 
in military tactics with detailed instructions on how to build trenches and 
field fortifications; updates on foreign affairs (especially those involving 
victimised nationalities, from the Poles to the Maori of New Zealand); and 
original patriotic poems.40 The editors took their poetry seriously and woe 
to the hopeful poet who did not measure up to their literary standards. ‘No 
poetry whatever in your composition, merely a jingle of words disconnected 
and without sense’, they wrote in a public rejection of James McCarthy’s 
submission. To ‘Italie’, they wrote: ‘We cannot find space for your love-sick 
effusions – your “dream effulgent” “beams” or “lattice of the heart” ravings, – 
nothing manly in it. Better send it to some of the sensation papers devoted to 
romance, nonsense and literature’.41

Warren and Larkin kept up a steady drumbeat for the coming war in 
Ireland, lashing out at ‘professed patriots’ who spouted ‘long-winded’ speeches 
but did little else to free Ireland, and at young Irishmen ‘who spend their 
time in frolic, and pleasure and amusement, forget the old country and her 
woes in the whirl of excitement and bustle’ of America.42 Women, too, needed 
to embrace the Fenian spirit. ‘Women of New England, toiling in factories, 
laboring in kitchens, or lolling in luxurious parlors, daughters of Ireland, 
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Ireland, the crew received their official orders: they were to deliver their arms 
at Sligo (see Fig. 5).51

The mission soon ran aground, however. Upon reaching Sligo, they 
discovered the Rising had collapsed as Dublin Castle, forewarned by 
informants, responded swiftly to repress the rebellion. Advised to try landing 
their cargo on the southern coast of Cork, where pockets of rebellion still 
survived, the commanders of Erin’s Hope decided to sail south but not before 
trouble broke out on board the ship. Daniel Buckley, born in Munster, later 
the Crown’s star informant at Warren’s trial, shot two of the crew in what he 
claimed was an accident.52 The injured men were put ashore on Streedagh 
Strand, Co. Sligo, along with fellow crewman Patrick Nugent, who also hailed 
from Clonakilty. They were quickly scooped up and imprisoned by the Coast 
Guard who busily began to investigate the mysterious men.53  

Meanwhile, a coastguard officer at Helvick Head, near Dungarvan, Co. 
Waterford, raised the alarm a few days later, on 1 June, when he saw ‘some 
thirty suspicious looking men’ struggling to shore, arriving wet and sandy. 
Desperately low on provisions, the Erin’s Hope commanders had decided to 
land most of the men near Dungarvan, with the hope that Warren would be 
able to contact friends (perhaps in Clonakilty) to obtain provisions and arrange 
to land the arms. But within hours, all thirty had been arrested. Their arrival 
in the coastal town of Dungarvan ‘electrified the inhabitants’ who viewed the 
strangers as ‘veritable wonders’.54 

When the men were transferred to the gaol in Waterford, they entered 
the city as heroes, greeted by a crowd of 4,000. ‘The windows were filled with 
young women’, reported Resident Magistrate George Goold, who serenaded 
the men with the ballad, ‘The Fenian Men’. As the police escort threaded their 
way through ‘Ballybricken, where the Butchers principally dwell, they were 
loudly cheered, these cheers being interspersed with sulky mutterings about 
the “Bloody Red Coats” & “Bloody Soldiers”’. Soon the jeering crowd began 
to pelt the police with brickbats and stones, prompting harsh retaliation by the 
police which ended in a violent conflict that residents called a ‘massacre’ and 
officials deemed a ‘riot’.55 Anxious to tamp down the Fenian craze, Lord Naas 
ordered that the men be imprisoned at Kilmainham Gaol in Dublin. By early 
November, Warren had been tried and convicted of treason felony at Green 
Street Courthouse (Fig. 6), on information provided by Buckley and other 
‘approvers’, and sentenced to fifteen years hard labour.56 Another Erin’s Hope 

Fig. 5: ‘The “Erin’s Hope” Saluting the Green Flag’ 
(Taken from The Dock and the Scaffold).
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man, Augustine Costello, a native of Killimor in Co. Galway, was convicted 
soon thereafter, sentenced to twelve years in prison.57

their release from Kilmainham Gaol on 30 July 1867, saying a ‘friend’ had 
bought them tickets on a steamship for America the next day.58 This friend 
was Maxwell Irwin who, though struggling with his own financial worries, 
purchased the tickets and pushed ‘to get the poor fellow his release’. The 
Irwins also forwarded Joanna Warren’s address in Boston to Mary Jane Irwin, 
Maxwell’s daughter and wife of the imprisoned Fenian leader Jeremiah 
O’Donovan Rossa, suggesting that Mary Jane visit her while on a speaking tour 
in the United States.59 As friends sought his release, Warren took up his pen 
to publicise his cause, writing to the President of the United States, Congress, 

Fig. 6: Green Street Courthouse, Dublin. The site of John Warren’s treason-felony trial,  
Oct.–Nov. 1867. Built in 1796, the courthouse was home to the trials of some of the most 

famous political leaders in Irish history, including Robert Emmet in 1803, the ‘Young Ireland’  
leaders in 1848, the Irish People publishers from the Irish Revolutionary Brotherhood  

in 1865 and the commanders of the 5 March Rising. In more recent years,  
the Special Criminal Court tried IRA members accused of terrorist activities  

before the courthouse closed in 2009 (Photo: author 2007). 

Warren fought back, drawing on three precious resources: his friends in 
Clonakilty, his pen and his American citizenship. Protesting that he was a 
newspaper man, ‘collecting notes’ and returning ‘to see the old scenes … meet 
the old friends of my boyhood and near and dear relatives’, Warren, along 
with Nagle, petitioned the Lord Justices (unsuccessfully) for either a trial or 

Fig. 7: Augustine Costello (Taken from The Dock and the Scaffold).
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the US consul in Dublin and, most importantly, newspaper editors. Warren 
may have previously disdained words as ‘useless twaddle’, arguing that any 
petitions should be sent ‘at the sword-point!’, but he clearly had a way with words 
and they would be his most powerful weapon as he sat in Kilmainham Gaol 
and in the dock at Green Street Courthouse.60 Irish nationalist newspapers 
picked up his cause, reprinting such letters as ‘A voice from the dungeon’. Soon, 
stories about Warren and his fellow prisoners also popped up in sympathetic 
American newspapers, especially as Warren worked to link his arrest to his 
status as an American citizen. He worked hard to persuade Americans that 
‘my case is your case’.61

Only four months before he left on Jacmel, Warren swore allegiance to 
the United States and became a naturalised citizen on 12 December 1866. 
If his pen was his sword, Warren saw his American citizenship as a shield, 
protesting mightily to the US government about his ill treatment by the 
British government. He demanded access to the US consul at Dublin and 
insisted that, at trial, he should be afforded the same privileges as aliens, 
including the right to a ‘mixed jury’. The mixed jury, a rarely used common 
law procedure, afforded aliens facing criminal charges a jury of half aliens 
and half British subjects. The British breezily dismissed his claims, responding 
with the infuriating quip, ‘once a subject, always a subject’.62 Warren might 
have renounced his allegiance to Queen Victoria and sworn allegiance to the 
United States in the courthouse in Suffolk, Massachusetts, but his actions 
did nothing to alter the fact that he was born in Ireland and thus, under the 
British doctrine of perpetual allegiance, remained a British subject until the 
day he died. Using his trial as a political stage, Warren warned Americans 
that under the British theory, not only were those born in Britain and Ireland 
perpetual British subjects but so too were their children and grandchildren 
who lived abroad. They could ‘claim as British subjects Andrew Johnson, our 
President, Secretary Seward, and Governor Fenton, of New York’.63 Warren 
ended his impassioned speech with a call to arms in America, demanding that 
the United States honour its obligation to protect all Americans, naturalised 
and native-born alike. 

If England is allowed to abuse me as she has done, … and the only 
allegiance I ever acknowledged is not to be vindicated, then thirteen 

millions of the sons of Ireland who have lived in happiness in the 
United States up to this will have become the slaves of England.64 

Warren had his intended effect: he kicked up quite a fuss in the United 
States which, in turn, put pressure on the British Foreign Office and the US 
State Department to resolve the right of individuals to change their political 
allegiance, an issue that had plagued Anglo-American relations since the 
American Revolution. Warren’s case touched a nerve among thousands of 
foreign-born Americans, German as well as Irish, who insisted they deserved 
the same protections offered native-born Americans while travelling abroad. 
The fact that William Nagle, born in America to Irish parents and thus a 
‘native-born’ American citizen, received different treatment in Irish courts 
and, by May 1868, had been freed while Warren sat in Chatham Prison, 
Kent, only reinforced naturalised Americans’ sense that they were second-
class citizens. Mass meetings and protests mushroomed across the United 
States. Fenians pulled out all the stops in a grand evening rally for Warren 
in Boston on 7 December 1867. Almost 4,000 protestors attended, marching 
behind O’Connor’s Brass Band and holding aloft ‘transparencies’ – banners 
illuminated from behind with gas lamps – which mingled with calls for Irish 
independence (‘Ireland’s rights or England in a blaze’) and the recognition of 
all Americans’ rights (‘We demand our rights as citizens’).65  

Determined to contain the conflict and neutralise the troublesome Fenians, 
Britain and the United States adopted landmark domestic laws and treaties 
to settle conflicting jurisdiction and membership rules.66 The United States 
passed the Expatriation Act of 1868, declaring for the first time in its written 
law that ‘the right of expatriation [i.e. the right to choose one’s political 
allegiance] is a natural and inherent right of all people’ and obligating the 
American government to protect all citizens, naturalised and native-born, 
while abroad.67 Even more dramatically, the British parliament abandoned 
its centuries’ old doctrine of perpetual allegiance, passing the landmark 
Naturalization Act of 1870, making it easier to become a naturalised subject, 
and explicitly recognising the right of a subject to renounce his allegiance. 
The Anglo-American Naturalization Treaty of 1870 soon followed, settling 
an age-old dispute as the British government agreed to relinquish its hold on 
subjects who were naturalised in America.68 
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On 4 March 1869, the British government grudgingly released Warren and 
his compatriot, Augustine Costello, as part of its efforts to pacify both the 
United States and the Fenians in Ireland. Warren headed straight for Cork 
and then his beloved Clonakilty. An ‘immense throng’ greeted him at the train 
station in Bandon, cheering him, the ‘Stars and Stripes’, and the Jacmel with 
‘wildest enthusiasm’.69 A band serenaded Warren with nationalist tunes as he 
and the crowd travelled towards Clonakilty, the road lit by blazing barrels of 
tar. ‘A hundred thousand welcomes greeted the whilom exile and convict on 
his return to his native town’, noted the Irish Times.70 Maxwell Irwin and his 
sons were among the many who turned out to ‘do honor to the gallant patriot’. 
Until Warren and Costello sailed for the United States on 29 April, they were 
toasted, cheered and celebrated at one reception after another.71   

Warren and Costello showed no repentance as they lashed out at Britain 
in their victory lap around Ireland before their departure. ‘The sword is the 
most efficacious weapon to uplift a downtrodden nation’, Warren proclaimed 
before a boisterous Cork crowd, singing ‘in a fine manly voice, “The Sword of 
Bunker Hill”, a popular tune celebrating America’s victory over Britain in the 
Revolution’. The sword had freed America and ‘revolutionised the planet’; it 
could still free Ireland.72 These did not seem idle words, given the tempestuous 
crowds and the Mayor of Cork’s scandalous speech at Warren’s reception, 
praising the attempted assassination of Prince Alfred in Australia. British critics 
denounced the speeches of Warren and the mayor as ‘rank treason!’ There 
would be no further amnesty for Fenian prisoners, announced embittered 
government officials, given the ‘poor return’ from ungrateful wretches.73  But 
Jeremiah O’Donovan Rossa refused to condemn Warren’s actions, even if they 
prolonged his own imprisonment. He later recalled that he had urged Warren, 
imprisoned at the same jail, to do whatever he thought proper after his release. 
‘England would keep us in here forever if she thought that by doing so she 
could keep Ireland from saying or doing anything hostile against her’.74

Warren returned to America a hero, even obtaining an audience with 
President Ulysses S. Grant to make a plea to free the remaining Irish prisoners. 
But his family had disintegrated, his wife Joanna and daughter, Eliza, having 
died while he was in prison. Warren soon remarried a widow, Bridget Markey 
Smith, in New Jersey in 1873, but they soon became estranged as Warren 
returned to Boston.75 There he enjoyed a certain local fame, frequently 

organising events, speaking on the cause of the moment and serving as the 
President of the ‘Old Guard’ of Boston Irish nationalists.76 Warren kept busy, 
starting a new newspaper, The Irish Republican and Free Lance, and becoming 
somewhat of a ‘jack of all trades’, his business card from 1892 advertising 
himself as ‘Real estate and insurance broker, auctioneer and justice of the 
peace. General agency. Rents collected, property taken care of, government 
claims secured’.77 When Warren died unexpectedly on 13 September 1895, 
at the age of sixty, ‘many old comrades in arms and liberty-loving Irishmen’, 
along with representatives from every imaginable ‘Irish patriotic association’ 

Fig. 8: Headstone of John Warren and also of Anastasia and Mary Warren,  
St Paul Cemetery, Arlington, Massachusetts (Photo: author 2010).



18 19

Lucy E. Salyer Fenian Spirit of John Warren

turned out for his funeral. Augustine Costello, his still youthful companion 
from Erin’s Hope, delivered a stirring eulogy. A loyal American who ‘most 
honorably upheld the stars and stripes’ in the Civil War, Warren had also 
‘buckled on his armor … to shatter the chain which bound his oppressed’ 
native land when he set out on Erin’s Hope. He now joined that ‘immortal band 
of heroes … whose blood has been shed for Ireland in every generation and 
whose sacrifices shall yet result in achieving the independence of our native 
land’. And with that, John Warren was put to rest.78
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