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EDITOR’S NOTE

This publication provides the reader with various viewpoints and insights into 
the 1916 Rising relating to the County of Galway. It was felt that, in order 
to gain a meaningful understanding of the 1916 Rising, it was important to 

give a brief overview of the circumstances, events and motivations that lead to this 
momentous period of our history. 

John Cunningham and Dara Folan paint a pen picture of the county in the five years 
preceding the Rising from a demographic, social, economic and political perspective. 
Paul Duffy provides a very good overview of the infrastructure that was in place in 
the county at this time. Mark McCarthy and Shirley Wrynn give a brief overview 
of the events that shaped our history from the coming of the Anglo-Normans in 
1169 up to 1916. In addition, they examine Padraig Pearse’s association with Ros 
Muc, Liam Mellows’ rise to prominence in republican circles, and the Rising as it 
was unfolding nationally, and they give an account of the Rising in County Galway 
as well. 

It is very important that this publication highlights the key people who were involved 
in the Rising in the County of Galway. In this regard, Tomás Kenny, Bernard Kelly 
and Conor McNamara discuss Liam Mellows, the Leader of the Galway Volunteers, 
while Tony Varley discusses Tom Kenny who was considered to be a radical agrarian 
nationalist and a key figure in the Galway Rising. In addition to the work and deeds of 
the Volunteers it was considered that it was very important to gain an understanding 
of the role and work of Cumann na mBan in the county during this revolutionary 
period. Leona Armstrong and Hedy Gibbons provide us with accounts some of these 
women and their work such as Kate Armstrong, Bridget Malone and Julia Morrissey.   

The role that the clergy played in the Rising in County Galway was a very important 
one and this can be gleaned from accounts relating to Fr Harry Feeney, Fr O’Meehan 
and other members of the clergy who were both directly and indirectly involved 
with the Rising. On the other side of the coin, Jim Herlihy discusses the role played 
by the Royal Irish Constabulary (RIC) and the death of Constable Whelan (the only 
casualty of the Rising in County Galway). 

In addition to discussing the places in the county that were particularly associated 
with the Rising, it was also considered important to look at the state of affairs in 
other parts of the county such as Connemara, Clifden, Ballinasloe, Kinvara and 
Tuam  to gain a fuller  picture of the state of the county at that time. 

The roles played by Éamonn Ceannt, signatory of the Proclamation and native son 
of the county, and Padraig Pearse, also a signatory of the Proclamation who had a 
summer residence in Ros Muc and organised the local branch of the Volunteers, 
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are documented, as well as the roles of Galway-born Michael McHugh and Eva 
O’Flaherty who symbolise all the Galway men and women who were involved in the 
Rising in other parts of the country.

It is also fitting that some aspects and events of the 1966 fiftieth anniversary of the 
Rising are documented in this publication. 

This publication, Centenary Reflections of the 1916 Rising: County Galway Perspectives, 
commemorates and honours all those who participated in the Rising in County 
Galway, and all those who came from or were associated with the county but were 
involved in the 1916 Rising elsewhere.  

Marie Mannion, 
Heritage Officer 
Galway County Council. 
15th November 2016

1916 Centenary Programme for  

the County of Galway

The people of the County of Galway have strong links to the events of the 
1916 Rising and this defining period in Galway and Irish history. Galway is 
the county of birth of Éamonn Ceannt and was also the summer residence 

of PH Pearse. The county is also the location where one of the largest force of Irish 
Volunteers mobilised, and though poorly armed and equipped, struck a blow for 
Irish independence.

The programme for the County of Galway, was developed by Galway County 
Council in close consultation and partnership with the communities of the County, 
the aims of which were to acknowledge our strong ties to this defining period.

This publication Centenary Reflections of the 1916 Rising: Galway County 
Perspectives aims to commemorate the historic events of Easter 1916, honour all 
those who participated and whose lives were affected by the events and to enhance 
the understanding of current and future generations of the defining events of 
the period.

Michael Owens, 
A/Director of Services, Housing & Corporate Services 
8th November 2016.
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PREFACE

This publication, Centenary Reflections on the 1916 Rising: Galway County 
Perspectives, is an action of Galway County Council’s Commemorative 
Strategy for the County of Galway: Decade of Commemorations 2013-2023 

and is also one of over one hundred and fifty projects that were undertaken by the 

Council as part of its Galway County Centenary Programme 1916-2016.

The people of the County of Galway have strong links to the 1916 Rising and 
this defining period in Galway and Irish history. Outside of Dublin, the largest 
mobilisation during Easter Week 1916 was in the County of Galway, where over 
680 men and women mobilised for the cause of Irish independence.

The County of Galway is the birthplace of Éamonn Ceannt and was the summer 
destination of Pádraig Pearse. The contributions of Éamonn Ceannt, Pádraig 
Pearse and the Galway men and women who were led by Liam Mellows secured 
for Galway an honourable legacy in relation to the events of Easter Week 1916 that 
marked the birth of our sovereign nation. 

Many people have a strong desire to learn more about the people, the places and 
the stories of the 1916 Rising and how they relate to County Galway. It is hoped that 
this bi-lingual publication will provide a very valuable insight into those stories. 
In addition, the publication examines the social and economic conditions in the 
county at that time, and the roles played by Cumann na mBan and the leaders of 
the Rising, such as Liam Mellows and Tom Kenny. It also provides accounts of the 
roles of Éamonn Ceannt and P.H. Pearse, as well as the memorialisation of 1916 
in the county.

I believe that this publication, Centenary Reflections on the 1916 Rising: Galway 
County Perspectives, will assist in creating greater knowledge and understanding of 
the 1916 Rising in the County of Galway and of the signatories of the Proclamation 

who were in some way connected to the county. 

I hope that this publication will inspire others to undertake further research into 
the story of the Rising in the County of Galway.

Cllr Michael Connolly, 

Cathaoirleach, 

Galway County Council 

8th November 2016
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FOREWORD

There are two distinct – but related – sets of issues central to the centenary 
commemoration of the 1916 Rising. Firstly, there is the issue of the quality of 
the historical evidence – the ‘record’ – of the episode itself: all the verifiable 

facts about what actually happened in Ireland at Easter 1916. These data relate to 
the context, the actors – assumptions, motivation, objectives, of the ‘intentional’ 
actors, the circumstances of those unintentionally caught up in the episode - and 
the precise course of events throughout the fateful week.

Secondly – and more contentiously – there is the issue of how to assess the 
significance of the event; or, as it is often stated, the ‘meaning’ of the event: its 
meaning for immediate contemporaries, for later generations, for the Irish of 
today. Of course, this should not be in the singular – the ‘meaning’ - but rather 
in the plural, as the 1916 Rising holds (and has held from the outset) multiple 
meanings, over time, for different generations, groups and individuals. 

So far as the historical record of the 1916 Rising is concerned, it is probably fair 
to say that never before has the evidence been as rich and as copious as it is in 
this centenary year. Indeed, if one wishes to fully comprehend the extraordinary 
advances in historical scholarship on the Rising in recent decades, one has only 
to compare the bibliography of relevant works available at the time of the fiftieth 
anniversary of the Rising in 1966 (including the impressive body of publications 
that marked that particular anniversary) with even a modest bibliography of 
scholarly publications on the Rising that would be expected in a monograph or 
work of synthesis on the topic in 2016.1

There are many factors that account for this very fortunate state of affairs. Improved 
access to an expanding range of primary sources is of paramount importance. 
Already, by 1966 there were early signs of the new rigour of archive-based research 
that would, in time, increasingly become the norm in writings on the Rising 
and on the revolutionary era as a whole.2 Likewise, some early accounts of the 
Rising (and its aftermath) had benefitted from the testimony of a small cohort of 
contemporary witnesses and participants.3

But the more recent historiography of the Rising (and the revolutionary period 
in its entirety) has been transformed by the opening of the files of the Bureau of 
Military History (compiled in the decade after 1947) to researchers in 2003, and 
more recently the Military Service Pension files and accompanying documents, 
together with a number of other collections of personal testimonies entrusted to 
individual collectors such as Ernie O’Malley and Fr. Louis O’Kane.4 
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In addition to this trove of personal testimonies from (or on behalf of) participants 
in the revolution, improved access to an increasing number of collections of 
private papers, the extensive use of contemporary newspapers (national and 
local) and of ephemeral periodical literature, have all contributed to the changing 
historiography. The gradual digitization of such rich primary source-material has, 
in turn, facilitated the labours of an increasing cohort of researchers – independent 
scholars and local historians as well as scholars based in academic institutions. 
These developments have coincided with a growing public interest in History, 
stimulated by mass media coverage and, more purposefully, by the activities of 
local heritage groups.

To these source materials must be added the expanding shelf of well-documented 
biographical studies. No less noteworthy – and welcome – has been the enriching 
of the historiography through the flowering of research and publications in recent 
decades in the fields of women’s history and labour history. This ‘reclamation’ of 
the experience and perspectives of women and of social classes and groups long 
neglected or under-examined is likely to continue and to deepen in the remaining 
years of the ‘decade of commemorations’ – and for long after.5

A particularly striking aspect of the transformation of historical scholarship on the 
revolutionary period in general, including the 1916 Rising, has been the spectacular 
growth in local case-studies – in monograph and essay form – accomplished with 
the most exacting scholarly rigour. While valuable contributions to the story 
of aspects of the revolutionary struggle had already been published for several 
regions in the four decades following the Rising, the ground-breaking work of 
the ‘new’ local history was David Fitzpatrick’s masterly study of county Clare.6 In 
methodology, imaginative use of sources and boldness of interpretation, Fitzpatrick 
set the standard for all subsequent studies of the revolutionary era - at county 
or regional level – to emulate. Several later local case-studies have differed from 
Fitzpatrick in interpretative direction, but all have benefitted from the standards of 
scholarship and the challenging range of issues presented in his study.

In few other counties have the benefits of this transformation of the historiography 
of the revolutionary era registered as spectacularly as they have in Galway. Of 
course, given the fact that Galway was one of the very few centres outside of 
Dublin to experience mobilization and some military action during the week of 
the Rising, it might have been expected that events in Galway during the fateful 
week would attract the attention of historians. But any such expectations have 
been utterly surpassed: the quantity, quality and range of scholarly publications 
on many aspects of Galway politics and society over a longer period, from the land 
war to the civil war, have been quite exceptional.7
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So far as the Rising in Galway is concerned, there were valuable early accounts 
from Martin Dolan, published to mark the 50th anniversary of the event in 1966.8 
The more recent harvest of primary research began to yield results from the 
1990s, and in the years since the publication of ground-breaking works by John 
Cunningham and Fergus Campbell a host of specialist studies - many of them by 
contributors to this volume – have appeared, in both languages, English and Irish.9 
This latest, centenary volume is a substantial and worthy addition to this formidable 
body of work. 

The ambition of the volume is impressive. Its broad thematic range encompasses 
contextual, historiographical, biographical and event-based chapters. Its 
geographical spread throughout the county reaches beyond the areas directly 
involved in the military actions of Easter 1916 to individuals, organisations, social 
and political forces and circumstances in towns and communities from Ballinasloe 
to Clifden, from Tuam to Clarinbridge. Chapters on the familiar figures of Ceannt, 
Pearse and Mellows share the stage with a cast of lesser-known local leaders; the 
RIC are examined as well as the Volunteers, the women activists as well as the 
men. A detailed narrative of the course of the Rising in Galway at Easter 1916 is 
accompanied by an engrossing chapter on the forms that the commemoration of 
the Rising took in Galway in the half-century after 1916. The whole forms a mosaic 
of information, insights and interpretation that engages the reader from first to last.

While the developing historiography of the event itself may be classed as a record 
of increasing abundance, the theme of historical commemoration in general, 
and of key episodes in modern Irish history in particular, has been generating a 
formidable body of scholarly literature in its own right. This welcome development 
has been driven by scholars in several academic disciplines, all concerned, in one 
way or another, with cultural and heritage studies. Commemorations are invariably 
the cultural constructs or rituals of ‘contemporaries’, the generation doing the 
commemorating. They are conceived and take their form through contemporary 
perspectives. They reflect contemporary intentions, objectives, preoccupations 
and anxieties.10

This is especially the case with ‘official’ commemorations of major historical 
events, sanctioned and staged by the state itself. Given the potential political 
advantage that may accrue from the commemoration of sensitive historical events, 
it is not uncommon for such commemorations to be marked by controversy and 
contestation. This has been particularly evident in the history of commemorations 
of the 1916 Rising. The political sensitivity of the Rising became acutely difficult 
to contain following the eruption of conflict in Northern Ireland in the late 1960s, 
and would remain so throughout the next three decades of violence. 



- 10 -

Indeed, in commentaries on the origins of the northern ‘Troubles’, there were some 
who identified the fiftieth anniversary commemorations of the Rising in 1966 
(and the triumphalist note that they detected in the commemorative events in the 
Republic) as one of the factors that stoked the embers of militant republicanism, 
provoked unionist anxieties and anger, and exasperated an already polarized 
situation between the two communities in Northern Ireland. It is hardly surprising, 
therefore, that the more recent surge of scholarly studies of ‘commemoration’ 
in modern Ireland has included several close studies of the fiftieth anniversary 
commemoration itself.11

The centenary commemoration of the Rising in 2016 will, no doubt, feature 
many important public events – commemorative stamps, religious services, 
commissioned art works, seminars and lectures, television and radio programmes, 
public spectacles on key dates and at key sites. But perhaps the most enduring form 
of commemoration will reside in the publications that will mark the centenary of 
the Rising, and in particular the substantial publications based on careful research 
and offering new knowledge and fresh insights. 

This fine collection of essays on Galway’s role in the Rising – and, more widely, 
on conditions in Galway in the run-up to the Rising and in its aftermath – will be 
a lasting monument to the ambitious programme of centenary commemorative 
events planned for 2016 throughout county Galway and drawing on the energy 
and expertise of local authorities, community heritage groups and historical 
societies from all corners of the county. 

Gearóid Ó Tuathaigh 
Professor Emeritus in History, 
National University of Ireland, Galway
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On the cusp of war and revolution: Co. Galway in 1914

John Cunningham and Dara Folan

‘Come outside’, urged Stephen Gwynn, ‘we will hold our meeting outside if they 
will not allow us to hold it here.’ Gwynn, the Redmondite Nationalist MP for 
Galway Borough had been making an impassioned speech in the Town Hall when 
he was interrupted – first by the cutting of the electric power supply, then by the 
release of stink bombs in the darkness. Panic was only averted by the foresight of 
the organisers in having candles available.

Earlier on the evening of Thursday, 1 October 1914, crowds had streamed from all 
parts of Galway to the meeting, called by the Urban Council ‘to support the attitude 
of the Irish leader [John Redmond] in regard to the present war.’1 Two weeks after 
Redmond’s momentous speech at Woodenbridge, Co. Wicklow, in which he urged 
Irish Volunteers to join the British army, the clear purpose of the meeting was to 
encourage military recruitment. With two other MPs on the platform, William 
Duffy (East Galway) and William O’Malley (Connemara), it was very much a 
county event, and a notable citizen, Martin McDonogh, chairman of the Urban 
Council and the leading merchant in the wider region, conducted proceedings. 

Unusually for a nationalist endeavour, ‘a large number of Conservatives’ were 
inside the Hall, responding to what they accepted as the conciliatory policy of 
Redmond and his followers towards the war. Outside, ‘a mass of people clamoured 
for admission at the doors’, but the clamour would shift to the inside when the 
saboteurs let off their stink bombs.2

Mounting the courthouse steps after the forced exodus, Stephen Gwynn faced 
competition from an improvised platform erected by anti-war campaigners 
who were addressing the overspill. William O’Halloran, a Labour councillor and 
trade union organiser, insisted on continuing his speech to the exasperation of 
Martin McDonogh, who had recently been obliged to make concessions to him 
in a number of labour disputes.3 Grabbing the hapless O’Halloran, he threw him 
down the courthouse steps. A section of the crowd, taking its cue from McDonogh, 
chased O’Halloran to the nearby river. Another interrupter, Mr Madden, a teacher 
at the Jesuit St Ignatius’s College, also ‘received some rough handling’ and was only 
saved from a watery retribution by the police.4

Though Madden and O’Halloran were evidently blamed for the act of sabotage, 
it is doubtful they were involved. By his own later account, Thomas Hynes, well-
known athlete and Irish Revolutionary Brotherhood (IRB) member, organised the 
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cutting of the electric cables. The stink bombs also were Hynes’s – manufactured 
by him in the university, where he worked as a laboratory attendant.5 The fact that 
Frank Hardiman, the Town Hall caretaker, was also in the IRB possibly eased the 
way of ‘the Castlegar boys’ who smuggled the bombs into the meeting.6

If the anti-war separatists had some well-placed connections in Galway, the overall 
impact of the episode was to reveal their weakness – both in the conspiratorial 
character of their action, and in the ignominious fate of two of the objectors. In 
the following days, on a tide of indignation, the supporters of Redmond moved to 
split the local Volunteer movement, establishing a branch of the (pro-war) National 
Volunteers. Only a small minority remained loyal to the previous executive of the 
local Irish Volunteers, which was dominated by separatists (or ‘Sinn Féiners’ as 
they were usually styled by political opponents).

The county in 1914

The town of Galway, where the events described above unfolded, was a 
modestly-sized place in 1914, with a population just over 13,000. As the county’s 
administrative centre and as a distributive hub, it had some importance, but 
probably the most remarkable thing about it in the early twentieth century was 
its continuing economic decline, a decline reflected in its population, which had 
fallen in every successive census since 1851.7

To the widely-travelled Robert Lynd, the county town was a disappointment, 
its ‘dull streets … hollow of joy and vigour.’8 But for people who came from the 
smaller towns and villages of the county to attend markets, courts and sporting 
events, or to enjoy the seaside amenities at Salthill, it might seem interesting and 
dynamic. For the teenage W.J.V. Comerford, a resident of Tuam who visited Galway 
for the first time in August 1914, it was a large town, ‘strangely attractive … with 
its long sombre lines of empty warehouses’, ‘attractive’ shops, a ‘lovely’ university, 
and a tram service. Adding to its interest at the time of Comerford’s visit were the 
clusters of young men in naval and military uniform, and others surging ‘through 
the streets waving Union Jacks … obsessed by war fever.’9 But perhaps young 
Comerford was easily impressed. Two years earlier, when he came to live in Tuam 
from ‘the small wayside town of Ballymote’ with his police inspector father, he was 
struck by amenities there, including an ‘ecclesiastical college, two convents … four 
doctors, a resident magistrate … a newspaper, a racecourse.’10

After the county town and Ballinasloe (5,000 inhabitants), Tuam, with its 3,000 
inhabitants, was third in size in the predominantly rural county. Altogether, only 
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17 per cent of Galwegians lived in towns with 500 or more inhabitants at the 
time of the 1911 census,11 but urban-based services and facilities would have had 
importance to the lives of most county residents.

The majority of the 182,224 Galwegians of 1911 were thinly scattered over 6,150 
square kilometres, 7.3 per cent of Ireland’s land mass.12 Although Galway is Ireland’s 
second largest county, it ranked sixth in terms of population, behind Mayo, its 
somewhat smaller neighbour. At its demographic peak in 1841, the county had 
registered 440,198 inhabitants, and its decline through Famine and subsequent 
adversity was significantly greater than the Irish average. Notwithstanding a natural 
increase of 7 per cent in the first decade of the century, emigration brought about 
a decline in the county’s population of over 5 per cent.13 Responding to the 1911 
census report, the Tuam Herald expressed its relief that this decline was ‘relatively 
low’ by comparison with previous decades, and its optimism that, with a number of 
political questions ‘satisfactorily settled’, the next decennial census would provide 
the opportunity to ‘boast of a substantial advance in our numbers.’14

If one in eight Galwegians left their native county in the first decade of the 
twentieth century, there had also been a modest influx. Over 1,400 Co. Galway 
residents in 1911 had been born in Britain, with a further 1,000 born in ‘Foreign 
Countries’ including the United States, while over 12,000 were natives of other 
Irish counties.15 These incomers formed 8 per cent of the population but they 
did not greatly affect Galway’s religious diversity: 97% were returned as Roman 
Catholic in 1911. Irish Catholics, including those in Galway, had become more 
observant and more orthodox in the second half of the nineteenth century, giving 
their clergy considerable influence in public and private spheres.16

Reflecting the population distribution, farming was far and away the principal 
economic endeavour in the county. More than two-thirds (68.4 per cent) of those 
returned as following an occupation in 1911 were in the ‘Agricultural’ category. 
And while census returns of the period are not entirely reliable with regard to 
occupations, especially with regard to female employment, they do reveal the 
general pattern of economic activity. Family farms predominated and there was 
little employment for labourers by comparison with counties in the south and east. 
There were more than 26,000 farmers in the county (of whom 4,000 were female), 
along with almost 14,000 farmers’ sons and other relatives assisting; the 6,000-
odd farm labourers were greatly outnumbered. Of the 1,000 or so who returned 
themselves in the ‘General Shopkeeper, Dealer’ category, a significant number also 
held farmland. And if the figure of 800 fishermen seems very low for a maritime 
county with several hundred kilometres of coastline, this was because fishermen 
holding even a few acres of rocky land described themselves as farmers, considering 
that to be the more respectable calling.17
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The status of ‘farmer’ was no indication of comfort or security, however, and 
poverty was acute in several parts of the county, and in Connemara in particular. 
There, near-famine conditions had arisen in the years around 1880, and had 
recurred on several subsequent occasions. The Congested Districts Board (CDB), 
established by a Conservative government in 1891 with a view to addressing the 
economic grievances which it believed sustained political radicalism, represented 
an effort to address such endemic poverty in the western parts of Ireland. All of 
Connemara, and several districts elsewhere in the county, including substantial 
areas around Woodford and Williamstown/Ballymoe, were included within the 
CDB’s initial remit, as it set about its task of regional development through the 
consolidation and reallocation of holdings, the construction of piers and bridges, 
and the provisions of supports for indigenous industry.18 That the CDB’s ambitions 
for Connemara were not fully realised was indicated by the deplorable conditions 
of the farm families of Ceantar na nOileán and its vicinity, which were described 
by Roger Casement during a visit coinciding with a typhus outbreak in 1913.19

In addition to those involved directly in agriculture, there were roughly 4,000 
domestic servants (80 per cent of them female) in the county, 1,000 dressmakers 
and seamstresses, and 3,700 men returned as ‘general labourers’, most of the latter 
being town-dwellers. Of almost 1,200 in the building trades more than half were 
carpenters. Other significant trades were those of tailor (450), shoemaker (270) 
and blacksmith (300). 

There were 909 members of the Royal Irish Constabulary, or one for every 200 
residents of the county. A small minority (73) of these policemen were Protestant, 
found disproportionately in the upper ranks.20 Strikingly, there were similar 
numbers exercising guardianship in the educational and religious spheres. Of 
847 teachers returned, two-thirds were female. And of 775 in the religious life, 55 
served the several Protestant denominations, while 215 Catholic priests and 78 
monks were outnumbered by 438 nuns.21

Such a large county was inevitably diverse, and there were marked differences 
between lives lived by the Atlantic Ocean in the west and those lived in the 
Ballinasloe area in the east. The county is bisected by Lough Corrib, 50 km long and 
pouring into the sea at Galway, and there is a particularly marked contrast between 
physical geographies east and west of that lake. The physical differences between 
the limestone plains of the east and the mountainous region of Connemara of the 
west were echoed in significant economic and cultural differences.22 Irish remained 
the everyday language in most of Connemara and the offshore islands, but it had 
been displaced by English in the post-Famine period over most of the rest of the 
county. From the Corribside parish of Annaghdown to the eastern district of 
Gurteen, it was mainly the elderly who conversed in Irish by 1914.23



- 17 -

As an administrative entity, Co. Galway dated from the Elizabethan period, and 
county officers such as Lieutenant, High Sheriff and Recorder were still appointed 
into the twentieth century. Historically, the county infrastructure was overseen by 
a Grand Jury until that was replaced by the new County Council in 1899. Prior 
to 1885, the county formed a parliamentary constituency returning two MPs to 
Westminster. Such long-standing institutional arrangements notwithstanding, it 
should not be assumed that a strong county identity existed in 1914, although this 
was being strengthened with the consolidation of the Gaelic Athletic Association 
(GAA). Any sense of Galway identity had to contend with great variations in 
conditions and great distances – more than 160 km by road separate Cleggan 
on the Atlantic from Clonfert by the Shannon, for example. Probably the most 
frequent point of contact between the people of Connemara and those of the 
inland eastern part of the county was at hiring fairs in Galway and Athenry where 
seasonal labourers (spailpíní) from the Irish-speaking west offered themselves for 
hire. In An Achréidh, as the inland eastern plain was known in Connemara, the 
incomers were disdained for their poverty and their limited and accented English 
(and resented for depressing wages).24

Political radicals of the early twentieth century invested Co. Galway’s landscapes 
with political meaning. For William Bulfin, who travelled 3,000 miles by bicycle 
throughout Ireland in the early years of the twentieth century and reported what 
he found in Sinn Féin and other radical periodicals, the rich lands in the east of 
the county had been converted into ‘a fertile desert … uncultivated from end 
to end’ where, on ‘broad pastures the flocks and herds are scattered browsing 
the rich grass which grows over many a usurped hearth’.25 In the cyclist’s mind, 
it was economically vital that the large grazing farms of the region be broken up 
and rendered productive by family farmers. Returning to his native Aran Islands 
after several decades as a labour journalist and agitator in the United States, Tom 
O’Flaherty wrote just as evocatively about the very different conditions in his own 
native place: ‘For generations, they have been hauling sand from the seashore, mixing 
it with seaweed and silt and turning bare rocks into tillage land’.26 For O’Flaherty, 
his family and their neighbours had been forced into doing this backbreaking work 
by social inequality on the island and the greed of the richer classes.

Political representation

On the face of it, Co. Galway was a bastion of John Redmond’s Irish Parliamentary 
Party, represented in the House of Commons by ‘five tried and trusted MPs’ 
according to the Connacht Tribune. The five, returned in the general election of 
December 1910, were still in place at the outbreak of war, though one of them died 
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soon afterward, and was replaced in a by-election. Contested elections had been 
rare in the county, and in only one of the Galway constituencies was more than 
one candidate nominated in the two general elections of 1910.27

By mid-1914, members of Redmond’s party certainly had grounds for satisfaction 
at the apparent resolution of the two greatest grievances of Irish nationalists. With 
the passage of the Government of Ireland Bill in the House of Commons on 25 
May 1914, following its third reading, Home Rule seemed ‘as certain as the rise 
of tomorrow’s sun’, in the words of John Redmond. And if the Connacht Tribune 
embellished the position somewhat in recording ‘the overflowing gratitude’ and 
‘unabounding joy’ of Galway nationalists at the news, there was certainly a very 
large attendance at the celebratory open-air rally addressed by Stephen Gwynn MP 
on the following Saturday evening.28 The other historic grievance around which 
nationalists had mobilised, the land question, had been addressed by a number of 
land acts, most notably those of 1903 (Wyndham) and 1909 (Birrell), which were 
enacted in response to the agitation of nationalist grassroots organisations and the 
efforts of their parliamentary representatives. In the period between the passing of 
the Wyndham Act of 1903 and World War I, ownership of more than 40 per cent 
of the land of Ireland passed from the landlord to the farming class. There was, 
however, some dissatisfaction at the rate of the transfer, not least in Co. Galway, 
and this will be discussed below.29

The undoubted parliamentary achievements do not fully account for the 
Redmondite monopoly in the county. That monopoly was facilitated by the 
single-seat, first-past-the-post, electoral system, and enforced by an intolerance of 
‘splitters’ and ‘factionists’ – as nationalist competitors were invariably characterised. 
In this regard, both the grassroots’ party organisation, the United Irish League, 
and nationalist newspapers like the long-established Tuam Herald and its younger 
contemporaries, the East Galway Democrat and the Connacht Tribune, played their 
part. The Tribune had been established in 1909 as a mouthpiece of Redmondism, 
and by 1914, two Galway MPs were members of its board of directors. Chairman 
of the board, William O’Malley, MP for Connemara, contributed a weekly ‘London 
Letter’ to the Tribune’s editorial page.30

When Padraic Ó Máille, Irish language activist and Sinn Féiner, announced that he 
was challenging O’Malley for his Connemara seat in 1910, he was scolded by the 
Tribune for his ‘opposition which is both unwarranted and undesirable.’ Ó Máille’s 
modest achievements, the editorial article continued, had given him a ‘vaunting 
ambition … more absurd [than anything] ever heard of outside Bedlam.’31 Faced 
with criticism and mockery, Ó Máille withdrew, though he would re-emerge to 
defeat the still-incumbent O’Malley in the Sinn Féin landslide of 1918. Radical 
critics represented the Redmondite parliamentarians as an entrenched and fossilised 
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clique, but these same MPs were the product of the political transformation of the 
1880s – in its way as sweeping as the one that would occur in 1918. 

It was 1911 before MPs received an official salary (and 1918 before women could 
sit in parliament), and prior to that political careers were feasible in the normal 
run of things only for landlords and other wealthy men. The Parnell-led Irish Party 
decided to pay its MPs from party funds in the 1880s, leading to a profound shake-
up in the social character of Irish parliamentary representation. Of course, MPs 
dependent on party leaders for their incomes were less likely to vote against party 
policy, and a uniquely disciplined party was created. Samuel Clark has shown that 
men from the ‘lower professions’, such as journalists and teachers, were enabled 
to become politicians as a result, and also that shopkeeper-merchants were placed 
at the centre of local and constituency politics.32 Brief biographies of the county’s 
MPs will reveal the extent to which these tendencies pertained in Co. Galway.

William O’Malley (1853-1939), a native of Ballyconneely from a comfortable 
farming background, was MP for Connemara from 1895. First training as a 
teacher in England, he became involved in Irish émigré organisations and married 
the sister of T.P. O’Connor, a journalist and influential Irish Home Rule MP 
representing a Liverpool constituency. His connection with O’Connor was helpful 
to O’Malley’s subsequent career trajectory – both in newspaper management and 
in politics. Prior to becoming a director of the Connacht Tribune, he had been 
involved in several notoriously unsuccessful business ventures.33 Active in military 
recruitment efforts for the first world war, he lost a son in that conflict.34

Stephen Gwynn (1864-1950), who sat for the Galway Borough constituency from 
1906, was a son of a Church of Ireland clergyman (though personally agnostic) and 
a grandson of the patriot William Smith O’Brien. He became an Irish nationalist 
while studying at Oxford, and, like O’Malley, worked successively as a teacher 
and a journalist. Also like O’Malley, he made an advantageous marriage, and his 
return to Ireland in 1904 was facilitated by an inheritance of his wife. Active in the 
Gaelic League and the cooperative movement (not all that common a milieu for 
Redmondites), he successfully contested a by-election in 1906 for Galway city, a 
constituency where favourites of party headquarters had long prevailed over the 
wishes of the local organisation. Still an MP, Gwynn enlisted as a private soldier in 
1914, later serving as an officer of the Connaught Rangers and remaining a firm 
political supporter of the war effort.35

The member for North Galway, Richard Hazleton (1880-1943), was a Dubliner 
educated at Blackrock College, who became involved in party affairs while still a 
teenager. Having dabbled in journalism, he was only 25 when a vacancy arose in 
North Galway, where the local man, Thomas Higgins, although returned in the 
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1906 general election, had died on the eve of the poll. Party headquarters was able 
to take advantage of the resulting disarray in the local organisation to install a 
favoured outsider, and Hazleton was returned unopposed in the by-election. A party 
loyalist, Hazleton contested North Louth on a couple of occasions while retaining 
his Galway seat, in order to unseat the idiosyncratic independent nationalist T.M. 
Healy. Successful in the two constituencies in 1910, he was disqualified from 
North Louth for electoral malpractice. In 1914, he resigned his North Galway 
seat in order to have himself declared legally bankrupt, and, public opprobrium 
notwithstanding, was re-elected unopposed in the resulting by-election.36

‘Honest John’ Roche (1850-1914), a Woodford merchant and a tenant on the 
Clanricarde estate, was a founder of the Land League and a militant agrarian 
activist through the 1880s. He served as MP for East Galway from 1900 till his 
death in 1914,37 whereupon he was succeeded by a long-time political associate, 
James Cosgrave (1865-1935). From a farming background in Eyrecourt, Cosgrave’s 
party connections had, early in his life, secured him the position of Master of the 
Portumna workhouse, from which position he was able to establish himself as a 
shopkeeper in Portumna and become a county councillor. He was opposed for 
the party nomination in November 1914, and one of his rivals, IRB member and 
land agitator Martin Finnerty, subsequently alleged that the convention had been 
rigged to favour Cosgrave.38

William Duffy (1864-1945) was a Loughrea merchant who was first returned for 
South Galway in 1900. Like John Roche, he was a prominent agrarian militant in 
the 1880s, when he served a prison sentence for leading resistance to an eviction. 
Active in the early GAA in the county, he was also a founding director of the 
Connacht Tribune.39

As might be expected in a great national movement there is evidence in these 
biographies of idealism and self-sacrifice as well as of calculating ambition. Local 
factors, notably business connections and a record of agrarian militancy, were 
strong enough to trump the party headquarters’ influence in some constituencies, 
but not in others.

The main political opposition to Redmondism in Ireland was from Unionism, 
a cause which was quite weak in Galway, even if Unionists held many of the 
important appointed offices in the county, and recorded occasional successes 
in local authority elections. The greatest Unionist success was in 1900 when 
the party’s candidate prevailed over the Waterford journalist nominated by the 
recently re-united Irish Party in a Galway borough parliamentary by-election. The 
Unionist candidate was Martin Morris, from a popular Catholic landed family of 
Spiddal. Morris’s religious affiliation and local credentials secured him enough 
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clerical and other support to carry him over the line against a nationalist outsider. 
Within a year, Morris succeeded to the title of Lord Killanin, causing a by-election 
in which the outsider Unionist candidate, cooperative pioneer Horace Plunkett, 
performed creditably with 27 per cent of the vote. Standing as an independent 
but supported by Unionists, John Shawe-Taylor of the Ardrahan landed family 
did even better, polling 36 per cent against the Party-annointed outsider, Stephen 
Gwynn, in 1906. However, Gwynn easily prevailed in 1910 over J.L. Wanklyn, a 
former Liberal Unionist MP for Bradford West.40

Agrarian and labour discontent

In Ireland, as in many other countries, the years preceding World War I were years 
of social unrest, especially of labour unrest, due largely to the influence of variants 
of the militant syndicalist ideology espoused in Ireland by ‘Big Jim’ Larkin.41 
Labour did rear its head in Co. Galway in those years but the more persistent 
and bitterly-fought social struggles were about land – not surprisingly given the 
structure of the local economy. This agrarian unrest has been examined in detail 
by Tony Varley and Fergus Campbell.42

As noted above, legislative instruments facilitating peasant proprietorship had 
been introduced during the previous decade. The entire county was placed within 
the congested districts in 1909 and the CDB had been given enhanced powers 
in relation to the acquisition and transfer of land. If the transition was too slow 
for many, there was also apprehension among the smaller ‘congested’ farmers and 
other marginalised rural dwellers that the land settlement would copper-fasten 
their disadvantage. In the eastern and northern parts of Co. Galway, in particular, 
tracts of untenanted land held by graziers on the eleven-month-system were 
identified by small farmers and their advocates as having the potential to resolve 
congestion. Large-scale grazing had long been considered both wasteful and 
anti-social, especially in the deprived west of Ireland. Graziers, frequently men 
of means with other economic interests, were accused of pushing up the cost of 
land for those dependent upon it, and of utilising a scarce resource for an activity 
which generated little employment.43 A principal founding commitment of the 
United Irish League (UIL), a grassroots agrarian nationalist movement established 
in Westport in 1898, was to break up the large-grazing ‘ranches’ and to distribute 
them among smallholders.44

In the aftermath of the Wyndham Act of 1903, anti-grazier agitation intensified, 
with police reporting towards the end of 1904 that the matter of the division of 
grasslands was ‘more vigorously taken up in Galway than in other counties.’45 
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‘Cattle-driving’ – the clearance of graziers’ livestock stock from untenanted land 

and their abandonment miles away – was adopted as a tactic of a revived land 

war in the county in 1906-07, placing considerable pressure on the holders of 

controversial properties to surrender them. Disapproving of the widespread 

adoption of such intimidatory tactics, Archbishop Healy of Tuam declared cattle-

driving to be a reserved sin in his diocese, though evidently his interdiction had 

only a limited impact.46

The UIL, which became a component of the Irish Parliamentary Party when it 

united under the leadership of John Redmond in 1900, was perceived in some 

places to have become unresponsive to the needs of the smaller tenants, and there 

were defections from it to the new Sinn Féin party. One defector was blacksmith 

Tom Kenny, a noted hurler, a leading GAA official, and a member of the IRB, who 

founded the Craughwell branch of Sinn Féin early in 1907 and was elected as a 

district councillor for that party in the following year.47 Kenny also revived a local 

secret society, which took up the cudgels (and other more murderous instruments) 

on behalf of the congested and the dispossessed of the area. During the following 

years, acute conflict extended through the wider area between Athenry and 

Loughrea, which came to be widely regarded as the most lawless and disturbed 

district in Ireland. In the course of the conflict, Kenny’s secret society came into 

conflict with both the local UIL and the authorities. It was a class conflict as bitter 

as the contemporary labour disputes in Wexford, Cork, Dublin and Sligo, and as 

with those disputes, the class aspects were complicated by personal relationships 

and by localist impulses.48

As for the contemporary wave of labour unrest, it was felt in Co. Galway in 

September 1911, when railway workers, members of the Amalgamated Society of 

Railway Servants (ASRS), took strike action in solidarity with dismissed Dublin 

comrades. Because the dismissals arose from the refusal of the Dubliners to handle 

goods blacked by the ASRS in Britain, the strike was widely castigated as the 

mischief of ‘English officials’. The effect on Tuam was described as follows49:

The strikers here number about fifty. They have taken the firm stand of the 

men out on all the other stations. The station was closed down and no trains 

were run since Monday week. … Dunmore and the surrounding villages 

have joined Tuam in its seclusion and the plight of such places as Barnaderg, 

Abbey, and other districts which receive their supplies solely from Tuam 

is unimaginable.50
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In Athenry, where some men remained at work, sixty-two additional police 

were deployed, fully armed, to patrol the station and points on the line.51 The 

arrival of police reinforcements was commonplace in Athenry, but picket lines 

were a novelty, and their appearance there and in other smaller places prompted 

discussions of the tactical and ethical aspects of labour struggle. There was even 

imitation of the railwaymen, notably by schoolboys, with strikes breaking out in St 

Jarlath’s College, Tuam, the Franciscan agricultural college in Mountbellew, and St 

Brendan’s National School, Loughrea.52 In the latter instance, the strikers ‘paraded 

the town, some of the senior boys playing melodeons’, while their teachers vainly 

tried to persuade them to return to their classrooms. The demands were for 

‘cheaper books, no home lessons, and shorter hours at school’.53

Concurrently with the 1911 railway strike, the labourers of Galway were becoming 

organised in a Galway Workers and General Labourers Union (GWGLU). In 

their efforts to improve working conditions, acknowledged to have been among 

the worst in the country, the Galway labourers soon crossed swords with Martin 

McDonogh of Thomas McDonogh & Sons, the driving force behind a Galway 

Employers’ Federation, established in January 1912. A lockout of 500 dock and 

other labourers by their employers in March 1912, lasting a week and resulting in 

a compromise settlement, underlined the GWGLU’s vulnerability, and its officials 

sought to ally it with a more powerful national body.54 Jim Larkin’s ITGWU was 

the first choice, but a breakdown in communications led the GWGLU to seek 

out an alternative. The choice ultimately made was the Liverpool-based National 

Union of Dock Labourers (NUDL), and the GWGLU became that union’s Branch 

20. William O’Halloran, until recently a dock labourer, was elected as the Galway 

NUDL’s full-time secretary, and it was he who led up to 1,000 Galway labourers 

into a five-week general strike in March 1913. In their efforts to break the strike, 

the employers were unable to recruit local strikebreakers, so they sent to Liverpool 

for forty-nine men, who had to be accommodated aboard a ship in order to avoid 

the wrath of the Galway crowd. By comparison with contemporary disputes in 

Sligo and Dublin, which involved the same categories of worker, the Galway 1913 

strike was relatively non-violent, but it had a considerable impact on the social and 

economic life of the town and the surrounding area.55

Apart from an egalitarian impulse and an apparent willingness to resist their 

perceived oppressors, there was little that connected Co. Galway’s agrarian and 

labour militants in the years before 1914. Interestingly though, they had an enemy 

in common in the obdurate Martin McDonogh. Leader of the Galway employers, 

McDonogh was also involved in a long-running dispute with Tom Kenny’s secret 

society in relation to a grazing farm he held at Monatigue near Craughwell.56
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New politics

In the context of the social unrest discussed above, together with the expectations 
of Home Rule, and the generally questioning spirit of the age, it was not surprising 
that a number of new social and political movements emerged in the years 
before 1914. Some of them have been mentioned above, and fuller details are 
provided here. 

Sinn Féin, which dates from 1905, captured the imagination of a generally youthful 
minority by stressing Irish self-reliance across the cultural, economic and political 
spheres. It attracted support for its policy of Irish abstention or withdrawal from 
Westminster following the failure of Redmond’s party to secure Home Rule from 
the Liberal administration elected in 1906. Early branches in the county involved 
themselves in social agitation with town tenants in Athenry, with congested farmers 
and with town labourers in Tuam.57

In Tuam, it would seem that the new movement was seized by the labourers as a 
vehicle with which to address their grievances – in the absence of a trade union 
or other such representative body. James Daly, the founder of the Sinn Féin 
club, responded to the pressure from his working class membership, taking up 
demands for labourers’ housing, employment and increased wages, and he and 
two running mates were swept into three of the five available seats in the Tuam 
Town Commissioners elections58 of 1907. Early hopes of the movement were 
disappointed, inevitably, permitting mainstream nationalism to reassert itself in 
the town in the following election.59 In Connemara, Sinn Féin had established itself 
sufficiently to consider mounting a challenge to William O’Malley in January 1910, 
and for a senior police officer to believe that its candidate ‘would probably have 
carried the seat if he persisted.’ In the face of the hostility discussed above, however, 
Sinn Féin withdrew in the expectation that ‘parliamentarianism if left unopposed 
will condemn itself in a few years.’60 Quite the opposite transpired in the shorter 
term, however, for the credibility of Redmondism was restored by its success in 
placing Home Rule on the parliamentary agenda after 1910, and the tide went out 
for abstentionism and for Sinn Féin. In the following few years, the most prominent 
Sinn Féin representative was Dr Tom Walsh, a university lecturer in medicine and 
an early champion of labour causes, who sat on the Galway Urban Council.61

Galway Town Hall, a civic building under the stewardship of long-time IRB 
sympathiser and sometime member Frank Hardiman,62 was the setting in the 1911-
13 period for significant events showcasing new ideologies – labour, feminist and 
cultural nationalist. While all three had made some impression prior to 1911, they 
had never before occupied such a prominent rostrum. 
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In June 1911, the Irish Trades Union Congress held its annual gathering in the 

Town Hall. Among the eighty-odd delegates were ITGWU founder James Larkin, 

who vigorously advocated the establishment of an Irish Labour Party. The 

proposal was defeated by an alliance of Redmondites and Belfast delegates, the 

latter favouring the extension of the British Labour Party throughout Ireland. 

Larkin and Mary Galway, leader of the female textile workers of Belfast, attracted 

considerable attention when they addressed an evening-time public meeting in 

Eyre Square. They left some trade union structures in their wake, including a 

Galway Trades Council, which was sufficiently well-organised by January 1914 

to have two of its nominees elected as Labour urban councillors. In parallel, as 

discussed above, a labourers’ trade union emerged, but its connection with the 

Trades Council’s structures was initially a semi-detached one.63

Just a few months after the departure of the trade unionists in 1911, another 

female orator took the Town Hall stage. This was Christabel Pankhurst, who 

expounded on the suffrage question to a mostly middle-class audience. After 

her visit, there was established a Connaught Women’s Franchise League in the 

city, and there were contemporaneous efforts to establish branches of other 

suffrage societies in Ballinasloe and Tuam. From Annaghdown, there came a 

report that a nurse was awakening the young women of the parish to a sense of 

their political rights.64

The Gaelic League Oireachtas came to the Town Hall in June 1913, the first time 

this annual celebration of Gaelic language and culture had been held outside 

Dublin. There was a branch of the League in Galway as early as 1894, but there 

was a perception that the city was not doing as much for the cause as it might, 

given the relative strength of the Irish language in the urban suburbs and 

hinterland. Just as the trade unionists had arrived in missionary mode two years 

earlier, the revivalists wished to awaken ‘the untarnished but lethargic Gaels’ of 

the west to the significance of their cultural heritage. Speakers at the inevitable 

open-air meeting in Eyre Square, organised to coincide with the Oireachtas, 

included Padraig Pearse and the Irish language scholar, Úna Ní Fhaircheallaigh. 

Notable with hindsight, the attendance included three future presidents of the 

Republic, Hyde, de Valera, and Ó Ceallaigh, as well as at least three of the seven 

people who would sign the 1916 Proclamation. All the while, on the fringes of 

the gathering, the IRB was frenetically recruiting.65 Little over a year later, the 

outbreak of war would bring the choices facing IRB recruiters and the freshly-

recruited into stark relief.
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War: August 1914 

In one Galway community, the outbreak of war had long been anticipated. In the 
early 1890s, Mrs King, a Claddagh mother, shared her worries with the writer Mary 
Banim: ‘All the young men of the Claddagh have been forced to enter the Navy 
Reserve, to try an‘ keep a roof over their people; an‘ if ever war comes, then God 
be with us all.’66 For decades, because of economic conditions in their community, 
Claddagh’s males had been volunteering as reservists to avail of the small annual 
stipend, but Mrs King could remember the Crimean War (1853-56), the last 
occasion when the naval reserves were called up. Similar fears were expressed on 
the introduction of the old age pension on 1 January 1909, according to a report 
in the London Times. Unaccustomed to receiving cash with no strings attached, 
the first group of Claddagh claimants sought an assurance ‘that the acceptance of 
a pension did not mean that their sons would be sent to fight the Blacks.’67

The government of the United Kingdom government declared war on Germany 
on Tuesday 4 August 1914, but preparations were already well under way by then.68 
According to the Connacht Tribune:

On last Sunday morning the Customs officials were summoned to call up the 
naval reserve as a result of the present European situation, and on Monday 
morning and again on Tuesday, the neighbourhood of the docks bore a very 
congested appearance. While all the men expressed their pleasure at again go-
ing on active service, their friends took a more serious view of the situation, 
and many of the scenes enacted were very painful. … Claddagh Junior hurling 
team has lost seven players, who were in the Reserve.69

On the Wednesday, the day after war was declared, the army reserve (consisting 
mainly of former soldiers) was called up, with fifty men leaving on the afternoon 
train for Aldershot to rejoin the Connaught Rangers there. A further detachment of 
army reservists left from Galway by train on Thursday. In Ballinasloe on the same 
day, reservists were escorted to the railway station by the local corps of the Volunteers 
behind a fife and drum band.70 Soon, news was arriving from the front lines, such as 
the following in the Tuam Herald: 

A letter has been received from Mr Joe Cannon of Galway Road, who 
is serving at the front with the 1st battalion of the Irish Guards, who 
withstood and repulsed the German cavalry onslaught at Compeigne a few 
weeks ago. He says a lot of Tuam boys are with him, and mentions among 
others, Stephen Shaughnessy, the popular Chief Instructor of the Tuam 
Volunteers; Larry Kennedy, a Galway Road lad; Paddy Shaughnessy, brother 
of Stephen; Jim Burke of Dublin Rd; and signaler Jim Cannon, the writer’s 
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brother – all of whom he says are in the best of health and spirits. He 

is of the opinion the war won’t last long. … In a letter to his father Paddy  

[Shaughnessy] says he has no bullet-holes in him yet. … It is pleasant to read 

the cheery optimism of these boys.71

Soon, the reports from the front would be neither pleasant nor optimistic, while 
on the home front the priorities of wartime came to dominate over all else. In the 
countryside, the work of the CDB in relation to the land question was placed on 
hold, storing up difficulties when it transpired that the conflict in Europe would last 
far longer than initially expected.72 Other bodies were diverted or divided. Galway 
suffrage activists turned their attention to ‘war work’ on behalf of the soldiers at 
the front, and eventually to actively supporting the British army’s recruitment 
efforts.73 The most prominent figure in the nascent labour movement was an 
early casualty of the changed atmosphere. Cllr William O’Halloran, secretary of 
the labourers’ NUDL, who spoke out against the war at the recruiting meeting 
discussed at the beginning of this article, lost his position to a comrade who was 
better-disposed towards the war effort.74 Other labour figures were prominent in 
forming the Redmondite National Volunteers.75 For radical separatists (lumped 
together in the political discourse as Sinn Féiners, whether member of that party 
or not) the atmosphere changed quite quickly. They were accustomed to being 
tolerated, even indulged as well-meaning but unrealistic idealists, but were no 
longer. On the night of 15 October 1914, exactly two weeks after the disrupted 
recruitment meeting in the Town Hall, a Redmondite crowd, including some 
servicemen on leave, as well as women and children, assembled outside the Irish 
Volunteers drill hall at Williamsgate St, in the centre of Galway. Inside, about a 
hundred Irish Volunteers, some of them from Castlegar and Bushypark, were 
drilling. Jeering and cat-calling gave way to window-breaking, until the trapped 
Volunteers decided to leave in military formation. As they marched down Shop St, 
the protestors were reinforced by hundreds more who spilled from the side streets, 
and they set about disarming the Volunteers, who were obliged to flee. Brandishing 
their trophy wooden rifles, members of the crowd turned their attention to houses 
in which the fleeing Volunteers had sought shelter, proceeding then to smash the 
windows of every house and business premises where an occupant or an employee 
was ‘known to have sympathy with the Sinn Féin movement,’ finishing with the 
Town Hall.76

For the Connacht Tribune, the riot ‘was a regrettable display of bitterness’, but it 
was ‘directly the result of the obstructive tactics carried out recently at the public 
meeting in the Town Hall.’ The ‘aggressive Sinn Féin minority … [had] only itself 
to blame if it reaps the whirlwind,’ having ‘prostituted the language movement for 
quasi-political ends’ and chosen a moment of crisis ‘to come out into the open and 
defy the tradition by which Ireland had lived.’77
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Two months after it commenced, the war in Europe, and the differing ideas about 
the proper Irish response to it, had already sharpened the political differences 
between nationalists. Discourse would become sharper still, and mobilisations on 
either side, culminating in Easter Week 1916, more belligerent. It would have been 
almost unthinkable in October 1914, but circumstances would place the upstart 
‘Sinn Féiners’ in the ascendancy in little over four years. 
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A New History of the 1916 Rising in County Galway

Mark McCarthy and Shirley Wrynn

As Ireland remembers and commemorates the centenary anniversary of the 
Rising, the time seems ripe to reflect upon the historic significance of what 
happened in County Galway during Easter Week 1916. No knowledge and 

understanding of the history of the 1916 Rising would be complete, however, 
without some initial outline of the revolutionary impulses that were generated 
over time and space by people’s resistance to colonialism. The conquest and 
settlement of Ireland, begun by the Anglo-Normans in 1169, entered a new phase 
with the British Plantations of Laois and Offaly in 1556 and Munster in 1586. After 
the defeat of the Gaelic Irish at the Battle of Kinsale in 1601 and the Flight of the 
Earls in 1607, a new Plantation was established in Ulster in 1609. The conquest was 
copper-fastened by the Cromwellian Wars of 1649–1653, which shattered the power 
structures of the native Irish. In the years that followed, the British confiscation of 
land and property was formalised through mapping schemes like the Down Survey 
of 1656–1658, which measured the estates forfeited to Cromwellian soldiers and 
adventurers. The Williamite victories over the Jacobites at the Battle of the Boyne 
in 1690 and the Battle of Aughrim in 1691 led to the foundation of an ascendancy 
class and the downgrading of the natives to an inferior position in society and 
politics. This was legislated for through the imposition of an array of Penal Laws 
against Catholics. The resultant disproportionateness of power proved to be a 
recipe for intermittent political violence, as exemplified by the outbreak of the 
failed 1798 Rebellion. This was followed by the abolition of the parliament which 
had sat in Dublin since 1692, following the creation of the United Kingdom of 
Great Britain and Ireland under the Act of Union of 1800. Over the course of the 
nineteenth century, the Union was the thing to be for or against in Irish politics. 
Further rebellions were waged by Robert Emmet in 1803, the Young Irelanders in 
1848 and the Fenians in 1867. As in 1798, these all ended in failure. It was not until 
the early twentieth century that the Union was broken by armed revolt and at the 
cost of a lot of bloodshed.

Ireland under the Union

The catastrophic effects of the Great Famine of 1845–1852, which resulted in over 
one million deaths and one million people emigrating, drew more attention to the 
Irish systems of governance and land tenure. Henceforth, Anglo-Irish relations 
came to be dominated by the twin issues of land reform and Home Rule. In October 
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1879, the Irish National Land League was founded by Michael Davitt, with the 
objective of curtailing excessive rents, preventing evictions and making tenants 
owners of the land that they were renting. Efforts to resolve the ‘Land Question’ 
were made by reforming landlord-tenant relations and introducing a government-
sponsored peasant proprietorship. This was legislated for by the Land Acts of 1870, 
1881, 1885, 1891, 1903 and 1909. With assistance from the British treasury, a few 
thousand large landowners were bought out by hundreds of thousands of tenants. 
Home Rule, on the other hand, involved a constitutional campaign for some 
degree of autonomy for Ireland from Britain, in the form of a parliament with 
control over domestic affairs. Its case was spearheaded by the Irish Parliamentary 
Party (IPP), which was founded in 1882. With Charles Stewart Parnell as leader, it 
sought to peacefully persuade Westminster that Ireland was ready for Home Rule. 
In the 1885 General Election, the party won 86 seats and formed an alliance with 
William Ewart Gladstone’s Liberal Party.

On 9 February 1886, in the lead-up to a by-election in the constituency of Galway 
Borough, Parnell travelled by train to Galway. To the distaste of senior figures in 
the party such as Joseph Biggar, he attempted to impose his mistress’ husband, 
Captain William Henry O’Shea, as the preferred nationalist candidate over local 
townsman Michael Lynch. In the end, a rift was prevented only because Parnell 
declared, defiantly, that he held ‘a parliament for Ireland in the hollow of my hand’ 
and that both he and the nation deserved loyalty from the IPP and the electorate 
of Galway.1 Although the first Home Rule Bill of 1886 envisioned a new political 
future for Ireland by providing for an Irish parliament and executive, it was 
defeated in the House of Commons in April by 343 to 313 votes. In December 
1889, Captain O’Shea instituted proceedings for divorce and named Parnell as co-
respondent. A year later, the IPP endured a bitter split over Parnell’s affair, with 
a majority rejecting his leadership. On 6 October 1891, he died of pneumonia 
in Brighton at the age of 45 – nine days after giving his final public speech at the 
village of Creggs in County Galway. A second Home Rule Bill was passed by the 
House of Commons in 1893, but was defeated in the House of Lords. In 1900, John 
Redmond became the leader of a reunited IPP. One of the party’s most prominent 
members was Stephen Gwynn, who was elected as MP for Galway Borough in 
1906 – a position he held for 12 years.

The late nineteenth and early twentieth centuries also witnessed an effort by cultural 
nationalists in the Irish-Ireland movement to cultivate a Gaelic heritage and 
identity, in opposition to Anglicisation. This was exemplified by the encouragement 
of Gaelic games by the Gaelic Athletic Association (GAA), which was founded in 
1884, and the promotion of the Irish language by the Gaelic League, which was 
established in 1893. A revival in Irish literature was pioneered by Douglas Hyde, 
D.P. Moran and other Irish-Irelanders, who championed a more assertive kind of 
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nationalism. They challenged nineteenth-century stereotypes of Ireland ‘as … the 
primitive “other” of imperial discourses’. By the early twentieth century, the west of 
Ireland came to be seen as being representative of ‘true Irishness’, providing ‘access 
into the Irish past through its language, folklore, antiquities … and way of life’. As 
a result, ‘discourses of cultural primitivism’, which had portrayed the west as being 
inferior ‘to the dominant imperial centre’, no longer reigned supreme. The Irish-
Irelanders were also very much to the fore in appropriating and refashioning the 
region ‘into a masculine and Gaelic West’.2 The enduring influence of the west of 
Ireland was particularly noticeable in the poetry and plays of William Butler Yeats, 
who drew much of his creative inspiration from visits to Lady Gregory’s residence 
at Coole Park, County Galway.

The Home Rule crisis and the outbreak of World War I

The IPP was on the verge of obtaining a degree of independence from Britain 
on 11 April 1912, when the third Home Rule Bill was introduced in the House 
of Commons by the Liberal Prime Minister, Herbert Asquith. It offered an Irish 
parliament that would remain inferior to Westminster. After being passed by the 
House of Commons, the House of Lords could only delay it for two years, as 
their power to block legislation had been reduced. It was, therefore, expected that 
Home Rule would become law in 1914. This aroused widespread opposition from 
unionists, who looked to Sir Edward Carson, the leader of the Ulster Unionist Party, 
as the man who could organise firm resistance to Home Rule. On 28 September 
1912, about 250,000 unionists pledged their opposition to Home Rule by signing 
the Ulster Solemn League and Covenant at Belfast City Hall. In January 1913, 
hostility towards Home Rule became more militant in character, after Carson and 
James Craig established the Ulster Volunteer Force (UVF).

In response, a decision was made at a meeting of nationalists in Wynn’s Hotel in 
Dublin on 11 November 1913 to set up the Irish Volunteers. The aim of the new 
organisation was to defend the right to Home Rule against those who would resist 
it by force. It was attended by Gaelic League figures such as Eoin MacNeill, Patrick 
Pearse, The O’Rahilly and Piaras Béaslaí. Also present were two figures from the 
Irish Republican Brotherhood (IRB), namely Seán MacDiarmada and Éamonn 
Ceannt. The latter, who was born in Ballymoe, County Galway, was also an active 
member of the Gaelic League.3 Almost three weeks later, on 30 November, a meeting 
was held in the Town Hall in Galway. This venue, which regularly hosted meetings 
of Galway Urban District Council, also functioned as a setting for community 
gatherings and cultural events in the town.4 This time, however, the purpose of 
the meeting was to formally establish the Irish Volunteers in County Galway. The 
Ancient Order of Hibernians, United Irish League, Sinn Féin and the Gaelic League 
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were all represented at the meeting, along with a large cohort of students from 
University College Galway. George Nicolls (Figure 1), a local solicitor and Coroner 
for the West Riding District of the county, presided over the meeting, while Brian 
Cusack was appointed Secretary to the newly-established Provisional Committee.5 
To progress matters further, a ‘monster public meeting’ was held in the Town Hall 
on 10 December.6 Nicolls chaired the meeting again and began by introducing the 
invited speakers – MacNeill, Pearse and Roger Casement. In his speech, MacNeill 
invited the men of Galway to join the ranks of the Volunteers and proclaimed that 
‘all free people’ were entitled ‘to carry arms in their own defence’.7

On 2 April 1914, a women’s auxiliary of the Irish Volunteers, Cumann na mBan, 
was established in Wynn’s Hotel. Its objective was to organise women in the 
furtherance of the cause of Irish freedom.8 Over three weeks later, on 24–25 April, 
events took a dramatic turn when the UVF demonstrated its determination to 
forcefully resist the introduction of Home Rule by importing 24,600 German and 
Italian rifles through places such as Larne, County Antrim, and Bangor, County 
Down. Meanwhile, the Irish Volunteers continued its own recruitment drive. The 
fruits of this were very much in evidence on 29 June, when an event was held at 
the Sports Field in Athenry (now Pairc Uí Chionnaith) to showcase the strength 
of the organisation in County Galway (Figure 2). After a drill display and parade, 
the Very Reverend Mackin addressed the men and praised them for the steps that 
they were taking to ‘rescue Home Rule and Irish liberty’.9 It was reported that 
around 2,200 Volunteers, representing 28 companies from around the county, 
were present at the spectacle, watched by a large number of spectators.10 One of 
those in attendance was Bridget Morrissey from Craughwell, who marched into 
the venue with a Tricolour and was informed by a senior Volunteer from Dublin 
that Cumann na mBan members were now expected to help out in fund-raising 
activities at sports events and dances.11 In addition to acting as a show of strength, 
the gathering at the Sports Field served to bring the companies ‘into closer touch’ 
and was followed by the election of a Brigade Council ‘to take charge of the further 
development of the movement in the county’.12 According to Martin Newell, one 
of the banners on display bore the inscription ‘Home Rule or Else’, suggesting that 
at least some of those assembled were prepared to go to whatever lengths were 
necessary to ensure its successful implementation.13 On 26 July 1914, the question 
of arming the Irish Volunteers was addressed when Erskine Childers landed a 
cargo of 900 Mauser infantry rifles from the Asgard at Howth, following a 21-day 
voyage from the coast of Belgium.

The outbreak of World War I in August 1914, with Britain in conflict with 
Germany, averted a potential civil war between the UVF and the Irish Volunteers. 
By September, the total strength of the Volunteers across all of County Galway had 
risen to at least 8,311 men. These were geographically divided into three brigades, 13 
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Figure 2.1 George Nicolls, the 
Coroner for the West Riding 

District of County Galway

Source: This image is reproduced 
courtesy of the National Library 

of Ireland, Arthur Griffith Papers, 
MS 49,530/25/3



- 35 -

battalions and 83 companies.14 Of the estimated 8,311 Volunteers, 2,472 or 29.8% 
were attached to the 1st County Galway Brigade (with headquarters in Galway 
town), 2,371 or 28.5% to the 2nd County Galway Brigade (with headquarters in 
Tuam) and 3,468 or 41.7% to the 3rd County Galway Brigade (with headquarters 
in Loughrea). In turn, the 13 battalions had their headquarters in Galway, 
Clifden, Oughterard, Bealadangan, Tuam, Dunmore, Mountbellew, Ballygar, 
Loughrea, Athenry, Ballinasloe, Gort and Portumna. The average size of battalion 
membership was 639 men, ranging from a low of 210 for Oughterard to a high of 
870 for Portumna. The varying membership sizes and approximate geographical 
locations of all 83 companies at this time is depicted in the proportional circle 
map shown in Figure 3. The average size of company membership was 100 men, 
ranging from a low of 80 for 15 companies to a high of 130 for four companies. Of 
the four categories of membership size depicted in the key of the map, 43.3% of 
the companies fall into the 1–90 range, 13.3% fall into the 91–100 range, 20.5% fall 
into the 101–115 range and 22.9% fall into the 116–130 range. The vast majority 
of the companies were distributed widely throughout the reasonably flat limestone 
terrain in the east of the county, while most of the remainder were more widely 
dispersed along the rugged Connemara coastline in the west of the county.

It was not long before events in Europe made their mark on Irish nationalist 
destinies. On 20 September 1914, Redmond made a speech in Woodenbridge, 
County Wicklow, calling upon members of the Irish Volunteers to enlist in the 
British Army. Soon afterwards, the organisation split. The majority of members, 
around 158,000, backed Redmond and broke away to establish the National 
Volunteers. Many of them enlisted in the war against the Germans, believing that 
their efforts would ultimately help to secure Home Rule. On the other hand, at 
least 12,000 retained the Irish Volunteers title and its Irish translation, Óglaigh na 
hÉireann. This body of separatist nationalists refused to support Irish involvement 
in World War I and made acute attempts to disrupt recruitment meetings. They 
were convinced that an armed struggle needed to be waged in order to obtain 

Figure 2.2 A view of the main section of the drill display by the Irish Volunteers of County Galway, Sports Field, 
Athenry, County Galway, 29 June 1914
Source: Sunday Independent, 5 July 1914
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independence. After the split, the first convention of the Irish Volunteers was held 
on 25 October. It took place in the Abbey Theatre in Dublin, where MacNeill 
was elected Chairman. In County Galway, support for the Irish Volunteers was 
strongest in the rural areas, especially in places where the IRB retained a strong 
foothold by filling officerships. Consequently, east Galway companies such as 
Athenry, Castlegar, Clarinbridge and Rockfield recorded no split.

Although the war against Germany ‘was, initially, a popular cause in Ireland’ and 
‘boosted the Irish economy’, jingoism (the manifestation of extreme patriotism 
in a warlike foreign policy) was far less evident in Ireland than it was in Britain.15 
Rather gradually, a feeling arose ‘that the war, while undeniably good for business, 
was not Ireland’s affair’, especially when the future ‘seemed so obscure’.16 By the 
summer of 1915, it was clear that Redmond was ‘losing his grip on nationalist 
Ireland as the war turned into carnage’ and Home Rule ‘receded into an uncertain 
future’.17 By this time, it was also increasingly noticeable that there was ‘a vital 
minority of Irish people who did not hold with an unquestioning spirit to the 
inherited state of things’. These same individuals had become ‘alienated … from 
British rule’ and from the alternative offered by the IPP.18 The spirit of the times 
is exemplified by Séan Keating’s Men of the West (Figure 4). This oil painting from 
1915 conveys a vivid sense of the nascent republican spirit that had materialised 
in certain parts of Ireland’s western counties. In the forthcoming Rising, County 
Galway was one of the few areas beyond Dublin that witnessed any revolutionary 
activity by the Irish Volunteers. Before investigating the story of Easter Week in the 
county in detail, it is worth examining its close association with two senior rebel 
figures in the years leading up to 1916 – Patrick Pearse and Liam Mellows.

Figure 2.4 Men of the West, 1915, 
Seán Keating, © Estate of Seán 
Keating, IVARO, Dublin, 2016 

Source: Dublin City Gallery  
The Hugh Lane
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Patrick Pearse’s association with Ros Muc

Whilst the grievances of many of those who rebelled in Easter Week 1916 were 
economic, the aggravations of most ‘were cultural’, as they rejected ‘Anglicisation’ 
and sought ‘a land in which Gaelic traditions would be fully honoured’. What they 
objected to in particular was ‘the British imperial system, which denied expressive 
freedom to its colonial subjects’.19 One of the writers at the centre of Irish nationalist 
ideology was Patrick Pearse. In the lead-up to the Rising, his words and actions 
hinted more and more at revolutionary turmoil. His writings ‘displayed a powerful 
Messianic strain’, mixing religious testimony with prophecy about an impending 
Rising by depicting ‘Ireland’s struggle for redemption in terms of Christ’s sacrifice 
at Calvary’.20 The radical newspaper, Irish Opinion, later characterised Pearse as 
‘a creature of infinite diversity’, and noted how he spoke ‘an acquired Gaelic with 
such mastery that the … older native-speakers’ could be heard rejoicing ‘over the 
rich new combinations he would suddenly fling out in a speech as his passion 
caught fire from an idea’.21 A qualified barrister, Pearse served as editor of the 
Gaelic League’s newspaper, An Claidheamh Soluis, from 1903–1909. In 1910, he 
opened St Enda’s, an Irish language boarding school for boys, in the Hermitage 
in Rathfarnham, Dublin. The school’s mission was to train ‘useful citizens for 
a free Ireland’, and to kindle in them ‘something of the old spiritual and heroic 
enthusiasm of the Gael’.22 As a committed educationalist, Pearse let it be known in 
a letter to Seán T. Ó Ceallaigh that he took great personal pride in ‘the great work 
for Irish education’ which the school was attempting.23

From 1903 to 1915, Pearse developed a very close connection with the west of 
Ireland, having initially visited the Aran Islands in 1898. In 1903, he travelled to 
Ros Muc for the first time, as a Gaelic League examiner for 12 students who were 
taking evening classes at An Gort Mór’s school and who wished to qualify as Irish 
teachers. Thereafter, Pearse visited Ros Muc every summer, weaving the topography 
of the Connemara Gaeltacht and the western seaboard into the symbolic fabric of 
many of his short stories.24 After befriending the schoolteacher and parish priest 
in Ros Muc, he purchased a plot of land in the locality in 1905.25 In many senses, 
Pearse’s retreats to the west were akin to an ‘inward stroke’, with the Gaeltacht 
representing a ‘fountainhead of renewal’ and the Irish language playing a ‘vital 
role … in halting the progress of cultural imperialism’.26 He also tried hard to 
change the image of the west created by the Congested Districts Board and various 
ethnographical enquiries ‘as backward and destitute’.27 On one occasion in 1906, 
for example, he organised a memorable evening of song, poetry, storytelling and 
film in the school at An Turlach Beag, ‘in opposition to some entertainment of too 
English a tone mounted by the Viceroy [or Lord Lieutenant], Lord Dudley, who 
used to come for fishing holidays to Inver Lodge’, located on a lake island north of 
Ros Muc.28 One man who fell under the spell of Pearse at this event was Colm Ó 
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Gaora, Secretary of a local Gaelic League branch. In his autobiographical account, 
Mise, Ó Gaora recalled that that some persons ‘had walked ten miles or more to 
this celebration of their own culture’. Pearse, he added, ‘was an animated figure 
that night’ and ‘had struck an important blow for Irish cultural “freedom” … , one 
as important as any blow he would later strike as part of the armed struggle’.29

In the summer of 1909, work was finally completed on Pearse’s one-storey lakeside 
cottage in Ros Muc (Figure 5). It was constructed in the Irish vernacular style, with 
a thatched roof and three rooms, at a place known locally as An Aill Mhór.30 It was 
in this summer holiday residence, with fine views of Lough Aroolagh, that Pearse 
‘was to … write and plot, and to foresee his death’.31 The cottage also functioned 
as a Gaeltacht summer centre for pupils from St Enda’s. In 1913, a branch of Na 
Fianna Éireann was established at the residence by Pearse, Mellows and Bulmer 
Hobson. Not long afterwards, Pearse himself was responsible for bringing about 
an Irish Volunteers’ presence in Ros Muc, An Cheathrú Rua and Gorumna 
Island.32 After being sworn into the IRB in February 1914, he was appointed in 
the following year to its military council – a secret cluster dedicated to the task of 
plotting the Rising. By late 1914 or early 1915, Irish Volunteer activities were being 
conducted on a frequent basis at a couple of sites near Pearse’s cottage. Cnocán na 
Móna served as the headquarters of the Ros Muc Volunteers and was where Pearse 
conducted drilling and manoeuvres in the period leading up to 1916. It was from 
here too that the Volunteers set out on marches along the main road of the Ros 
Muc peninsula to Cill Bhriocáin, a townland on ‘a low hill making a promontory 
to the west’.33 According to Ó Gaora, at ‘the end of each night’s drilling routines’ 
in the Ros Muc area, Pearse made ‘a point of speaking to all of us before we went 
home’. ‘I will never forget’, he added, ‘the fiery idealism and enthusiasm that was 
written in his  features’.34

Figure 2.5 Teach an Phiarsaigh (Pearse’s Cottage), Ros Muc, County Galway Source: Mark McCarthy
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To understand Pearse’s increasingly militaristic mindset at this time, one must 
look at what inspired the politics of this complex character who eventually 
styled himself as ‘Commandant General of the Army of the Irish Republic’ and 
‘President of the Provisional Government’.35 For poets like E.E. Speight, Pearse 
was the ‘shining one’.36 Others, such as Seán MacGiollarnáth (who also edited 
An Claidheamh Soluis), felt that Pearse was a nationalist ‘in the fullest sense’ and 
‘was committed to a policy of fight’. Anybody ‘who understands his character’, he 
argued, ‘will easily understand how he became leader of an insurrection’.37 Much of 
Pearse’s thinking, as one biographer has noted, can ‘be understood in the context of 
his time’, as his ideas ‘were primarily a personal interpretation of currents in Irish 
and international thought’. His opinions about using physical force for political 
ends, for example, partly reflected Western society’s ‘growing militarisation’.38 
Ideologically, Pearse’s goal of independence for Ireland was strongly rooted in the 
discourse of Wolfe Tone, the father of Irish republican thought in the lead-up to 
the 1798 Rebellion. One of Pearse’s heroes was Cúchulainn, the youthful warrior 
of Irish sagas who figured so prominently in the plays of Yeats. Pearse also drew 
much inspiration from previous generations who had relied solely upon military 
means. He saw himself as belonging to a heroic generation of Gaels who had been 
brought up in the era marked by the renaissance in Irish culture, sport, theatre 
and literature.39

This link was clearly evident from the oration that Pearse famously delivered at 
Glasnevin Cemetery on 1 August 1915, at the funeral of Jeremiah O’Donovan 
Rossa – the veteran Fenian from Skibbereen in County Cork, who had died in 
exile in New York. A lot of thought went into the oration, which was composed 
and practiced in the tranquil environs of Ros Muc, in the presence of his brother, 
Willie, and his secretary and former pupil, Desmond Ryan. At the crowded 
graveside, Pearse (Figure 6) gave his endorsement of an Ireland ‘not free merely, 
but Gaelic as well; not Gaelic merely, but free as well’. ‘Ireland unfree’, he declared, 

Figure 2.6 Patrick Pearse (to the right 
of centre, in uniform with a white 
lapel badge and cap in his hand) at the 
funeral of Jeremiah O’Donovan Rossa, 
Glasnevin Cemetery, Dublin,  
1 August 1915

Source: This image is reproduced 
courtesy of the National Library 
of Ireland, Keogh Brothers Ltd. 
Collection, KE 234
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‘shall never be at peace’.40 A contingent of Ros Muc Volunteers, led by Ó Gaora, 
travelled to Dublin to witness Pearse in action at the ticket-only event. Given their 
very close association with him, they ended up standing at a prime spot next to 
the grave as he uttered his immortal words.41 The powerful and fiery oration, 
which represented ‘the zenith’ of Pearse’s ‘political speaking career’, proved to be 
‘an immediate national sensation’. From thereon, he became, in the public’s mind, 
‘the official spokesman’ for nationalists who advocated the tradition of physical 
force.42 Six days after the oration, the Irish Volunteer newspaper reported that those 
gathered around O’Donovan Rossa’s grave had ‘pledged to Ireland their love and 
to English rule in Ireland their hate’.43 Michael Curran, who served at the time as 
secretary to the Archbishop of Dublin, later remarked that the spectacle of the 
O’Donovan Rossa funeral had represented ‘the date that publicly revealed that a 
new political era had begun’, one that served as ‘the prelude to … 1916’.44

Liam Mellows’ rise to prominence in republican circles

For the most part, the relationship between the Ros Muc Volunteers and the 
companies in the east of County Galway was a rather vague one, as the former 
were under Pearse’s special command and were left very much to their own 
devices.45 With Pearse himself preoccupied with revolutionary matters in Dublin 
and facing financial strain from the costs of running St Enda’s, the responsibility 
for coordinating republican activities in County Galway before and during Easter 
Week 1916 was left to another significant figure in the story of the 1916 Rising. 
This man was Liam Mellows (Figure 7). He was born in May 1892 to an Irish 
mother (Sarah Mellows, who was originally from Arklow, County Wicklow) at 
Hartshead Military Barracks in Ashton-under-Lyne, Lancashire, England. Mellows 
spent the first two years of his life in England, until his family moved back to 
Ireland and settled in Dublin.46 He came from a military background with both his 
father and grandfather serving with the British Army. Considered a sickly child, it 
is believed that he spent up to five years living with relatives in Wexford and that 
he continued to return there for his summer holidays throughout his youth. It was 
here that the seeds of his future political views were sown, through his contact with 
local storytellers recounting the role of the United Irishmen in the 1798 rebellion. 
On leaving school in 1907, Mellows worked first as a clerk at the Junior Army and 
Navy Stores and later at Goodbody’s Feed Store in Dublin. He bought his first copy 
of the Irish Freedom newspaper at 19 years of age. Inspired by what he read, he 
soon became involved in dispatching copies.47

Through his association with Irish Freedom, Mellows met members of Na Fianna 
Éireann, a boy-scout movement who swore an oath ‘to work for the independence 
of Ireland, [and to] never … join England’s armed forces’.48 After a while, he joined 
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its ranks in Dublin, where his political beliefs were further nurtured. Under the 
influence of the veteran Fenian Tom Clarke, it was not long before he was also 
sworn into the IRB, a secret organisation committed to securing independence 
for Ireland by any means necessary.49 Mellows’ commitment to republicanism 
was rewarded by his appointment as ‘travelling instructor and organiser’ for Na 
Fianna.50 Equipped with a list provided by MacDiarmada, he travelled by bicycle 
and train throughout the south and west of Ireland, making contact with each 
of the IRB County Centres. Mellows did not disappoint his superior officers. By 
October 1913, ‘he had visited over half the counties of Ireland and [had] left his 
mark throughout the country’.51 The timing of Mellows’ involvement with Na 
Fianna and the IRB was particularly pertinent, given the unfolding developments 
in Irish politics in the early to mid-1910s. After the foundation of the Irish 
Volunteers, he was recalled to Dublin and as a representative of Na Fianna, he 
was made secretary of the Provisional Committee of the former.52 Collaboration 
between the two organisations was customary and Na Fianna drill halls were 
regularly made available for use by the Volunteers.53

Mellows continued to expand his reach by speaking at the inaugural meeting of 
the Irish Volunteers in Wexford in February 1914. At the meeting, he argued that 
‘if 20,000 drilled men can hold back the Home Rule Bill, then the rest of Ireland 

Figure 2.7 Liam Mellows  
Source: Liam Mellows GAA Club
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can show that 300,000 drilled men can force it through’.54 Following the split, 
Mellows summoned a meeting in late September 1914 and a first approximation 
of losses was made. After a trip to Athenry in County Galway, he was able to report 
back with more encouraging news.55 Steps needed to be taken to rebuild the Irish 
Volunteers and, to this end, Mellows was appointed Organising Instructor for the 
country at a convention held on 25 October 1914.56 The significance of this move 
was recognised by Alfred White, who later recalled that ‘but for Liam the name of 
Galway would never be mentioned in connection with the Rising in 1916’.57 In the 
spring of 1915, Mellows moved from Dublin to Athenry and commenced work as 
the chief organiser for the Irish Volunteers in County Galway. His arrival caused 
much excitement amongst the Athenry leaders, who assembled the local company 
of Volunteers to parade. Laurence (Larry) Lardner, the officer in charge who lived 
and worked as a publican at 1 Church Street (now Declan Rooney Menswear), met 
Mellows off the train. Frank Hynes, a married carpenter and prominent Athenry 
Volunteer, remembered being ‘introduced to a small fellow with glasses’ and was 
immediately dubious of Mellows’ ability. He further surmised that Mellows, whilst 
undoubtedly clever, could hardly be any good at fighting, given his apparent youth. 
The assembled men were similarly suspicious about the capacity of the new arrival 
in the west. Mellows’ first attempt to inspire the men failed spectacularly as his 
words stirred comedy in place of fervour. The strong men of County Galway, ‘six-
footers most of them’, grasped the irony of this small individual warning them 
about the forthcoming hard graft. Some were even heard joking: ‘Who is this ladeen 
who talks to us about hard work?’ Despite the initial hesitancy, Mellows made 
his mark and ‘before the first night under his command was over, they laughed 
no more’. Mellows wasted no time getting down to business and the following 
night he put the men through their paces on a tough route march, displaying his 
superior fitness and endurance levels.58

It was not long before Mellows earned the trust of the men of the west. A strict 
disciplinarian and a deeply religious person, he was not only well-respected in 
republican circles, but was also admired by the local Catholic clergy. According to 
C. Desmond Greaves, Mellows’ ‘youth and … infectious enthusiasm’ played a vital 
role in securing the support of many locals in the year leading up to the 1916 Rising. 
Noteworthy too was his acquisition of a motor-cycle (Figure 8), which enabled 
him to extend the geographical reach ‘of his command eastward [from Athenry] 
as far as Daingean in Offaly, and somewhat more loosely as far as Westport in … 
County Mayo’.59 While living in Athenry, Mellows lodged in the Brodricks’ house 
at 2 Church Street (now Kelly’s Pharmacy). On some occasions, however, he slept 
overnight in a spare room (known as ‘Liam’s room’) in Frank Hynes’ home, which 
was located nearby on Cross Street.60 During his residency in the town, Mellows 
also spent time in the bar where Lardner worked. It was in this venue that he 
would discuss politics and prepare reports, while humming bits of nationalist 
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songs. Another venue frequented by Mellows was the town hall on Clarke Street, 
owned by the IRB’s County Centre, Dick Murphy. On some occasions, Mellows 
used the hall to deliver lectures to the Volunteers on military tactics. The venue 
also contained a back yard where Mellows put theory into practice by establishing 
a rifle range and carrying out drilling exercises.61

After Mellows’ arrival in the west, the Irish Volunteers underwent a process of 
organisational restructuring in County Galway. This resulted in the creation of a 
brigade of four battalions, namely Athenry, Galway, Gort and Loughrea (in contrast 
to the three brigades and 13 battalions that existed before the split).62 At this time, 
the organisation garnered a lot of its support from ‘farmers’ sons and labourers’ 
in the countryside, where ‘seditious publications enjoyed a large circulation’.63 
Mellows’ work did not go unnoticed by the authorities. In a police report filed in 
January 1916, Neville Chamberlain expressed concern about the strength of the 
Irish Volunteers in the county, noting that they were ‘well organised’ and presided 
over ‘by a thoroughly disloyal directorate … spreading sedition’.64 Their strength 
was very much in evidence in Galway town on St Patrick’s Day, when over 500 
(according to one source the number was 617) Irish Volunteers from at least 17 
companies marched in the parade.65 The event also served to demonstrate the 
urban-rural divide between the National and Irish Volunteers in County Galway. 
As the Connacht Tribune reported, the National Volunteers who participated were 
almost entirely from the town of Galway, while the Irish Volunteers who paraded 
were mostly drawn from the rural areas. Although the latter only carried a small 
number of modern rifles with bayonets attached, they were equipped with ‘quite 
a number’ of fowling guns. Particular interest was taken in the brand-new pikes 

Figure 2.8 Liam Mellows’ motor-cycle on display at Dún Uí Mhaoilíosa Museum, Renmore, Galway
Source: Mark McCarthy
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(the preferred weapon of the 1798 Rebellion) that were displayed by the Castlegar 
Company and mention was made of their capability in a battle charge.66 The degree 
to which pre-revolutionary mentalities had taken hold in the west of Ireland can 
be seen from the evidence presented in two police reports for March 1916. A total 
of 805 men – identified as ‘all Sinn Feiners [sic]’ – were listed as belonging to nine 
companies of Irish Volunteers in the West Riding of County Galway. A further 371 
were recorded as belonging to 11 companies of Irish Volunteers in the East Riding 
of the county, along with 439 members of Sinn Féin.67 Assuming that the term 
‘Sinn Féin’ was being used to identify additional numbers of Volunteers in the East 
Riding, then it can be deduced that the total membership of the Irish Volunteers 
in County Galway on the eve of the Rising was 1,615 – representing 10.6% of 
the estimated 15,200 Irish Volunteers that existed across the whole country at 
this time.68

The collapse of the rebel plan to hold the line of the River Shannon 
as a result of the scuttling of the Aud

During a visit to Athenry in early 1916, Pearse revealed part of his plan for the 
Rising beyond Dublin to Lardner and Murphy. Pearse asked Lardner whether 
his men could hold a line along the River Suck near Ballinasloe, in the east of 
County Galway. Although Lardner thought that this was possible, Murphy was 
more cautious and told a very disheartened Pearse that a prolonged campaign 
at this location would not be possible due the poor state of the Irish Volunteers’ 
equipment and their lack of armaments.69 After this, the military plan for the 
provinces was revised to having Volunteers from the north, the midlands, the west 
and the mid-west taking part in an operation to hold the line of the River Shannon 
against British forces.

As part of this plan, it was envisaged that republican forces from Ulster would 
assemble in County Galway and then partake in a tactical scheme to damage 
strategically-located bridges along the line of the Shannon. The Belfast and Derry 
Volunteers, for example, were to set out from Coalisland in County Tyrone. They 
were then expected to travel to the west, without using up valuable ammunition 
along the way. Ulstermen were also expected to head to the west from Belcoo in 
County Fermanagh. On Good Friday, however, the Tyrone Volunteers rejected the 
planned march to Galway, on the grounds that it was not feasible. The provincial 
plan also encompassed the midlands county of Westmeath, where the Tyrrellspass 
Volunteers had instructions to blow up a bridge in the village of Shannonbridge, 
County Offaly. From there, they were to head to County Galway with the 
Drumraney, Tullamore and Athlone Volunteers. In south County Galway, the 
Volunteers were meant to obliterate communications and then move eastwards 
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to the Shannon, with Portumna as a key target. If conditions proved favourable, 
they were to cross the river and advance towards Dublin. As part of this plot, the 
Mullagh Volunteers in the south-east of County Galway had specific instructions 
to destroy another bridge across the Shannon, at Banagher in County Offaly. In 
Munster, the Clare and Limerick Volunteers were also in on the mission to hold 
the Shannon line. The whole plan was heavily dependent upon the receipt of 
about 3,000 of 20,000 German rifles which were to be landed at Fenit Harbour in 
County Kerry, along with ammunition. It was at the Limerick Convention, held in 
April 1916, that Pearse informed IRB and Volunteer leaders from Galway (namely 
Lardner, along with Eamon Corbett and Pádraig Ó Fathaigh), Clare and Limerick 
of his expectations regarding the dissemination of the expected weaponry. Under 
the rebel plot, the arms were to be conveyed to Abbeyfeale, County Limerick, for 
sorting. Some were to be retained and a certain quantity was to be taken by train to 
Gort by Con Fogarty, for delivery to the Volunteers in County Galway.70

From a tactical perspective, it appears that a central tenet of the plan for the provinces 
was ‘based on the simple strategy of keeping English garrisons occupied on the far 
side of the Shannon while an effort was made to gain control of the capital’.71 It 
has also been suggested that the plan contained an audacious alternative, namely 
‘that the rebels in Dublin, if necessary, would fight their way out of the city’ and 
then ‘withdraw across the midlands’. Under such a scenario, it was envisioned that 
the Dublin rebels would link up ‘with the men in the west’ and those ‘who were 
to have marched from Ulster to Connacht’, and then partake in a daring move 
to ‘“hold the line of the Shannon” in a final grand rally of the Gaels of Ireland 
against the oncoming British troops’.72 All things considered, it remains unclear 
whether or not the IRB’s military council contemplated a nationwide insurrection 
as a fundamental element of its battle strategy. It seems, however, that its military 
plans for areas outside the capital ‘appeared more aspirational than realistic’.73

As Easter drew closer, the odds were heavily stacked against the Irish Volunteers 
in successfully carrying out the provincial plan. A report issued by an inspector 
general of the Royal Irish Constabulary (RIC) in March 1916 highlights why this 
was so. In light of ‘their present resources and without substantial reinforcements’, 
he observed that ‘it is difficult to imagine that they will make even a brief stand 
against a small body of troops’.74 In an effort to tackle the shortfall of arms, Sir 
Roger Casement set out on a mission to import the 20,000 rifles mentioned earlier 
and distribute them around the country. However, this operation collapsed on 
Good Friday when Casement was captured after coming ashore at Banna Strand, 
County Kerry, from a German U-boat, the U-19, which had failed to rendezvous 
with the Aud, a German ship carrying the cargo of arms. The Aud, which had 
been disguised as a Norwegian freighter, tried to escape from the Kerry Coastline 
but was intercepted by the HMS Bluebell and ordered to sail to Queenstown 
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(now Cobh). Before it arrived, it was scuttled in Cork Harbour by its German 
captain, Karl Spindler.

These developments impacted severely on the countrywide revolutionary strategy, 
with the ‘vague directive’ about the Shannon line now seeming ‘even more 
impractical than it might originally have been’.75 This became evident as news of 
Casement’s ill-fated mission spread to County Galway. At a later stage on Good 
Friday, Father Connolly, an influential academic and cleric at the diocesan college 
at The Pines in Ballinasloe, was at pains to stress to the rebel leadership in the 
county that, without the expected rifles, the Shannon line could not be held. 
This was because the country’s longest river flowed through flat terrain where 
Volunteers would be very exposed to artillery and machine-gun fire, and would 
not be in a position to respond because of the short range of their weaponry.76 
Despite their predicament, some of the rebel leaders in County Galway still 
believed that they could play a role in preventing British soldiers from reaching the 
capital. As Mellows’ deputy, Belfastman Alf Monaghan, put it, ‘the men of Galway 
knew well, badly armed as they were that they could not … face strong forces of 
English soldiers. They knew that all they could do was to pin down some of the 
British and keep them from concentrating on Dublin’.77 Monaghan was not alone 
in believing that something could be achieved by putting up a fight. In Dublin 
itself, there was a feeling amongst the rebels that, even though British power ‘was 
virtually invincible’, the Rising could still ‘prove that foreign domination was 
neither invulnerable nor inevitable’.78

An historical geography of the 1916 Rising in the provinces

The failure of Casement’s mission was not the only setback for the Irish Volunteers 
in the provinces. Plans for a more widespread Rising throughout the country were 
also hindered by an array of misunderstandings – caused by the confidentiality 
surrounding the military plans, disparities between the highest-ranking rebels 
inside and outside Dublin, and vagueness in a number of communications when 
the fighting finally started on Easter Monday. As a consequence, much uncertainty 
prevailed outside of the capital, as did ‘broken plans, divided counsels … and 
inaction’.79 In some cases, ‘instructions cancelling one set of orders were received 
well before the original orders themselves were delivered’. Large-scale confusion 
also arose from the issuing of contradictory orders, ‘with various on-again, off-
again messages being delivered to rebel leaders’.80 Furthermore, ‘more deep-rooted 
differences’ between the organisers of the Rising and some of the provincial leaders 
concerning the feasibility of fighting played a significant part in preventing a more 
widespread Rising from taking place in the countryside.81
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The placing of suspects under heavy police surveillance also curtailed the capabilities 
of the Volunteers. In late March 1916, 23–year–old Mellows was exiled to the town 
of Leek in Staffordshire, England. However, his resolute determination to fight for 
the cause of Irish freedom ensured that the west would awaken when the hour of 
reckoning finally arrived. Through dogged persistence, he managed to get back to 
Ireland the day before Holy Thursday, after sailing on a cattle boat from Glasgow 
to Belfast disguised as a priest. He met Pearse at St Enda’s in Dublin and travelled 
to Killeeneen in the east of County Galway in the early hours of Good Friday. 
At this small village, located between Clarinbridge and Craughwell, he waited for 
orders. The failure of Casement’s mission was a source of major disappointment 
to Mellows. MacNeill’s countermanding order, which was brought to Athenry on 
Easter Sunday by a messenger on a motor-cycle and also published in the Sunday 
Independent, caused further anguish amongst those who were determined to 
rebel.82 It was not long, however, before an entirely different order reached the 
west. At around 1pm on Easter Monday, another messenger arrived in Athenry 
and delivered the following communication from Pearse to Lardner: ‘We are out 
[in Dublin] from twelve o’clock today. Issue your orders without delay.’83 After 
reading this, Lardner sent James Barrett to bring the mobilisation order to Mellows 
in Killeeneen.84 Having received the order, Mellows dispatched two scouts to bring 
instructions to various companies to mobilise in their own areas. He then waited 
until the following morning to launch the Rising in County Galway.

A relatively straightforward idea lay behind another crucial aspect of the military 
plan for the Rising in the provinces. The Irish Volunteers were expected to take 
part in attacks on the barracks and huts of the c. 10,000-strong RIC force, capture 
policemen and seize arms and ammunition. This police force represented ‘the 
manifestation of British presence and authority that Irish people encountered 
most commonly, probably on a daily basis’. While officer positions in the force 
were predominantly held by Protestants, the religious composition of its rank-and-
file bore closer resemblance to ‘that of the Irish population at large’, containing a 
mixture of Catholics and Protestants.85 In addition to maintaining law and order 
throughout Ireland’s four provinces, the RIC also ‘played a particularly conspicuous 
role in the accumulation and synthesis of political intelligence’.86 In light of its 
policing and intelligence-gathering functions, it was a prime target for rebel attacks 
during Easter Week.

In the few places beyond Dublin where orders did get through and the Irish Volunteers 
rose, a number of significant incidents occurred. In the town of Enniscorthy, County 
Wexford, the Athenaeum theatre on Castle Street was seized by rebels.87 In County 
Meath, a group of rebels, led by Thomas Ashe and Richard Mulcahy, launched an 
attack against the RIC at Ashbourne. A five-hour gun battle also took place at Rath 
Crossroads, on the outskirts of the village. This ‘was a complicated and bloody 
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affair’ in which the rebels managed to ‘defeat a numerically superior force’ through 

‘a bold flanking movement’.88 A total of two rebels and eight policemen lost their 

lives in what became known as the Battle of Ashbourne.89 The latter included a 28–

year–old Tuam native, Constable James Cleary.90 A few days after the fighting ended 

in Dublin, shots of resistance were fired by the Kent brothers at Bawnard House in 

Castlelyons, County Cork. After they refused to surrender, the police ‘fired a volley 

after which a fierce conflict ensued’. This resulted in the death of a policeman and 

Richard Kent, and the subsequent execution of his brother, Thomas Kent.91

In the west of Ireland, Mellows was responsible for leading hundreds of Volunteers 

in an Easter Week Rising in the east of County Galway, which lasted from Tuesday 

25 April to Saturday 29 April. In an effort to provide both clarity and graphic effect, 

the map shown in Figure 9 simplifies a complex reality through ‘geographical 

reconstruction’.92 The map roughly illustrates the geography of the clash between 

Irish republican and British forces in this region, which was characterised by farm 

holdings on fertile and relatively even terrain, bounded by Galway Bay to the west 

and the Slieve Aughty Mountains and the Burren to the south. Despite having to 

abandon the plan to hold the line of the Shannon, the rebels were able to carry out a 

series of offensive operations against RIC barracks in Clarinbridge and Oranmore. 

They were also involved in a shootout at Carnmore Crossroads. Afterwards, they 

retreated to the outskirts of Athenry, moved on to Moyode Castle and finally 

disbanded at Limepark House.93

The legend, or key, which can be found in the right foreground of the map, helps 

to understand and interpret its content. To visualise some of the finer details, the 

movements of ‘early advancing’ republican forces are depicted with green-coloured 

arrow lines. Green-coloured and broken arrow lines (composed of a series of 

dashes) show the movements of ‘retreating’ republican forces, while red-coloured 

arrow lines represent ‘later advancing’ British forces. Miscellaneous point symbols 

are used to show the approximate locations of where the rebels attacked RIC 

barracks, sabotaged railway lines, damaged a road bridge, erected road barricades 

and shot dead a policeman. Symbols are also used to highlight the approximate 

locations of four areas that were shelled by at least one of the British warships in 

Galway Bay. Finally, black-coloured and broken arrow lines are used to portray 

the transfer of prisoners between these vessels, while purple-coloured and broken 

arrow lines depict the escape route taken into County Clare by Mellows, when he 

went on the run with Monaghan and Hynes. What follows below is a more detailed 

account of the key events that occurred in the various locations affected by what 

proved to be a short-lived, but not insignificant conflict.
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Figure 2.9 The clash between Irish republican and British forces in County Galway during Easter Week 1916
Source: This image is reproduced courtesy of the Atlas of the Irish Revolution, forthcoming
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The beginning of County Galway’s Rising:  
The attacks on the RIC barracks in Clarinbridge and Oranmore

Killeeneen was the starting point of County Galway’s Rising early on Easter Tuesday, 

a morning of incident and drama which saw the Lowestoft Raid occur as well. This 

was an incident in World War I, when a German naval force under the command 

of Rear Admiral Friedrich Bödicker bombarded the port of Lowestoft on the east 

coast of England and threatened Yarmouth nearby.94 In the west of Ireland, the 

cottage and schoolhouse of a recently-deceased school principal and republican 

sympathiser, Hubert Walsh, served as Mellows’ initial headquarters. His choice of 

this remote location in the east of County Galway has been attributed to the fact 

that it was ‘the ideal centre of the strongest area of … the Irish Volunteers’, serving 

as a central point of the district ‘bounded by Oranmore, Castlegar, Claregalway, 

Athenry, Closetoken, Craughwell, Kilchreest, Peterswell, Kilbeacanty, Gort, 

Kinvara, Ballinderreen, Clarinbridge … and Maree’.95 A number of women from 

Cumann na mBan, including Kate Armstrong, made breakfast for the Volunteers 

before they set out.96 Although they were to be denied any active combat role in 

the hours and days that followed, Cumann na mBan members still gave valuable 

backup to the Volunteers by supplying food, administering first aid and carrying 

dispatches and arms.

Figure 2.10 The old RIC Barracks, Clarinbridge, County Galway
Source: Mark McCarthy
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To convey the appearance of insurgency and discipline, the men improvised as 
well as they could on Easter Tuesday by dressing up in assorted military attire, 
including forage hats and leather Sam Browne belts. Having mobilised his forces, 
Mellows marched them through the Redington estate in Kilcornan and led almost 
100 rebels (made up of the Clarinbridge Volunteers and men from Killeeneen) in 
an attack on the RIC barracks at Clarinbridge (Figure 10). The confrontation lasted 
from around 7:20am to 10:38am. Although the rebels failed to take the barracks, it 
is believed that a small number of policemen were taken as prisoners.97 The siege of 
the barracks continued until police reinforcements arrived from Kilcolgan, south 
of Clarinbridge.98 In the course of the fighting, spiritual assistance was provided by 
a 27–year–old Catholic priest from Clarinbridge named Father Harry Feeney, who 
acted as chaplain to the rebels.99 One policeman, David Manning, was wounded in 
the fighting.100

In another incident that commenced sometime between 12pm and 1pm on 
Tuesday, Joe Howley and Michael Athy led about 106 men from the Oranmore 
and Maree Volunteers in an attack on the front and rear of the RIC barracks on the 
main street in Oranmore village. After an unsuccessful attempt to take the barracks, 
they linked up with Mellows’ men, halfway on the road between Oranmore and 
Clarinbridge. The combined force of over 200 Volunteers then renewed the attack 
on Oranmore. In an effort to keep the British forces at bay, a series of support 
operations were conducted by the rebels in the countryside surrounding the 
village. Telephone lines were sabotaged and explosives were used by a group of 
rebels, led by Corbett, to blast a hole in the middle of a strategic road bridge at 
Millplot, on the northern side of Oranmore. To stop the flow of traffic, a barricade 
was erected on the road between Oranmore and Clarinbridge, while another one 
was set up between Clarinbridge and Kilcolgan. The rebels also cut over 200 yards 
of the Galway-Athenry railway line at Derrydonnell, about three miles east of the 
Oranmore station of the Midland Great Western Railway.101 A signal box near 
Oranmore was also damaged. However, in a tactical miscalculation, the railway 
line from Oranmore to Galway town was left intact.

According to Mattie Neilan, six policemen were captured at Oranmore and taken 
away as prisoners. However, Sergeant Healy ‘escaped arrest and barricaded himself 
in a house opposite the RIC barracks’, where he ‘put up a very stiff resistance to 
the Volunteers trying to capture him’.102 One policeman, Joseph Ginty, suffered 
wounds in the skirmish.103 At around 7:30pm on Tuesday, police reinforcements 
from Galway town arrived in Oranmore, accompanied by a party of 10 Connaught 
Rangers from Renmore Barracks under the command of Captain Andrew 
Armstrong.104 Due to the ‘superior fire-power’ of the authorities, the rebels were 
forced ‘to retreat out of the town … along the Athenry road’.105 After marching 
for about six miles eastwards along the main Oranmore-Athenry road, the 
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Clarinbridge, Oranmore and Maree Volunteers arrived sometime after 9pm at the 
Department of Agriculture and Technical Instruction’s model farm (now part of 
Teagasc’s Mellows Campus Athenry), located about a mile to the south-west of 
Athenry. At this location, situated on land in the townland of Ballygarraun West 
that was previously owned by a Quaker family, the Goodbodys, they met up with 
additional companies. Among these were the Athenry Volunteers, who had been 
forced to abandon Athenry town, which ‘was strongly held by 200 well-armed 
police’ after the Rising started.106

The killing of Constable Whelan and other incidents in Galway 
town and surrounds

In Galway town, where support for Redmond was strong, an ambitious rebel plan 
(see Figure 11) was prepared in advance of Easter Week at Nicolls’ residence at 
2 University Road. It envisaged that the local Volunteers would capture seven 
prominent buildings, with assistance from the Spiddal and Moycullen Volunteers. 
The premises singled out for occupation were the General Post Office (GPO) 
and RIC barracks on Eglinton Street, two retail stores on opposite corners of the 
southern end of the same street (Moons department store in the Eglinton Building 
and Maxwell, McNamara & Co. grocery in the Colonial Buildings) and three banks 
running along a curved line from the north to the south-west of Eyre Square (Bank 
of Ireland, the National Bank and the Provincial Bank).107 As the likelihood of a 

Figure 2.11 The rebel plan for Galway town
Source: This image is reproduced courtesy of the Atlas of the Irish Revolution, forthcoming
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takeover of the RIC barracks was slim, an elaborate plot was devised to kidnap 
two prominent businessmen in the town, Máirtín Mór McDonogh and Joseph S. 
Young, and use their capture and a threat of execution as leverage to force the police 
to relinquish their barracks.108 Although the rebel plan was highly ambitious and 
never actually realised, closer inspection of the locations of the buildings targeted 
for occupation reveals that it was underpinned by an articulate spatial strategy. It 
seems that the GPO and RIC barracks, located in close proximity of each other on 
the western and eastern sides of Eglinton Street respectively, were intended as the 
two prime targets inside the town’s core. It thus follows that the three banks in Eyre 
Square could have formed a first line of defence against a likely attack from the 
east by the Connaught Rangers in Renmore, who might have entered Eyre Square 
through Prospect Hill or Forster Street in the event of the plan being effectuated. 
Furthermore, the two retail stores to the west of the banks could have acted as a 
second line of defence at the junction of Eglinton Street and William Street.

It was not until late on Easter Monday night that the authorities in Galway town 
received word of the outbreak of the Rising in Dublin. The first to receive the news 
was Commander Francis W. Hanan of the Royal Navy, who was Galway’s senior-
ranking naval officer. As telegraphic communications had been interfered with, 
the Admiralty had to send its intelligence by cabling from Whitehall to America. 
This message was then wirelessed to the Marconi transatlantic wireless station at 

Figure 2.12 Celtic cross marking the grave of Constable Patrick Whelan, Bohermore Cemetery, Galway
Source: Mark McCarthy
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Clifden, some 50 miles to the north-west of Galway, and subsequently relayed to 
Hannan in a code.109 Upon getting the news, the authorities in Galway town were 
quick to respond by declaring martial law and securing the main public buildings, 
including the GPO. According to the Galway Observer, other premises closed ‘of 
their own accord, so that the town presented the appearance of a city preparing 
for a siege’.110 When he turned up for work at the GPO early on Easter Tuesday 
morning, postal worker Thomas Courtney, who was the intelligence officer of 
the Castlegar Volunteers, noted that the door was opened by a policeman. Upon 
entering, he witnessed three armed policemen in the hallway, while others were 
‘scattered about the office’. ‘I knew’, he added, ‘from the number of empty stout 
bottles I saw everywhere that the police must have been there all night’. After leaving 
the building, Courtney proceeded to Eyre Square, where he ‘saw that armed police 
were standing at the corner and others in doorways’.111 By around 6pm on Tuesday 
evening, District Inspector Thomas Neylon arrived into the town ‘with about 70 
men from the Connemara district’.112 Members of the National Volunteers also 
set up patrols in the town, whose population was listed as ‘a mere 13,255’ in the 
1911 Census.113 A reserve civilian force was raised too, with backing from Máirtín 
Mór McDonogh.

The only fatality of the Rising in County Galway was Patrick Whelan (Figure 12), 
a 38–year–old policeman who was stationed at Eglinton Street barracks and was 
known to be ‘of a genial and friendly disposition’.114 Constable Whelan was killed 
by a gunshot to the left side of his head at Carnmore Crossroads between 5am 
and 5:30am on Wednesday 26 April 1916, during a shootout between an RIC 
reconnaissance unit under District Inspector George Bennett Heard (assisted 
by soldiers commanded by Captain Bodkin of Renmore Barracks) and a group 
of rebels. Another policeman, Hugh Hamilton, was injured in the combat. The 
men gathered at Carnmore belonged to the Castlegar and Claregalway Volunteers, 
commanded by Brian Molloy and Nicholas Kyne respectively. The previous day, 
Volunteers from these two companies had marched over two miles from the 
same crossroads to a bend in a road leading to the northern fringes of Oranmore. 
However, once they realised that the authorities had mounted a Vickers machine 
gun on the road bridge at Millplot that had been damaged, they looped back to 
Carnmore. After arriving there in the evening, they sheltered for the night and 
placed sentries on the watch. Following the shooting of Whelan, both companies 
made their way from Carnmore to the model farm at Ballygarraun West, where they 
joined up with Mellows.115 Commander Hanan had a lucky escape at Carnmore, 
after he was shot at twice by a policeman who mistook him for being one of the 
rebels. Both shots missed over each of his shoulders.116
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British warships in Galway Bay

Panic and fear gripped Galway town after the early morning incident at Carnmore, 
as did unfounded stories about a possible attack by the rebels. A report in the 
Galway Express suggested that they had ‘marched to within 1¼ miles’ of the town, 
after gathering at Carnmore and ‘crossing the Ballybrit racecourse’.117 A related 
rumour – apparently started by Leslie Edmunds of the Congested Districts Board, 
who was posted on the roof of the Railway Hotel (now the Hotel Meyrick) in the 
south-eastern corner of Eyre Square – was that the rebels had reached ‘a hill near 
Merlin Park [possibly a reference to Briarhill, which is located a short distance 
beyond the northern tip of Merlin Park]’.118 Although a police force appears to 
have been sent to patrol the Merlin Park area on the outskirts of the town, there 
was no direct clash with republicans in this location during Easter Week.

In the end, the ominous presence of British warships in Galway Bay – including 
the HMS Guillemot, HMS Laburnum, HMS Gloucester and HMS Snowdrop – 
was sufficient to deter a rebel attack on Galway town during Easter Week. In a 
premeditated attempt to frighten the rebels and diminish their morale, the navy 
established a territorial marker by directing artillery fire on Wednesday afternoon 
towards the nearby townlands of Castlegar, Ballindooly and Lydican. These areas 
were all located in sparsely populated countryside beyond the north-eastern 
boundary of the town, in the sprawling parishes of Oranmore and Claregalway. 

Figure 2.13 The HMS Laburnum 
Source: Eric Murray
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Contemporary newspaper reports offer some insights into the geographical 
patterns and personal stories arising from the period of shelling. The Connacht 
Tribune suggested that most of the shells that were discharged fell in Ballindooly 
townland. Although nobody was killed or injured, it noted that a cow ‘was 
knocked out’ and that ‘some people would seem to have had narrow escapes’.119 
The Galway Express reported that ‘much damage was done by the shells’. One ‘fell 
in Curran’s field near Ballindooley [sic], and caused a big hole’, while another 
‘dropped perilously near the house of a man … and broke a giant rock into 
pebbles’. Others were fired ‘in the direction of Lydican Castle’.120 The Sunday 
Independent reported that a hill was also hit by shells on the same afternoon, 
after ‘it was reported [erroneously] that the rebels were marching on Galway’.121 
According to the Galway Observer, another one of the shells ‘burst in Ballinfoyle 
[Ballinfoile]’. At this spot, located a short distance inside the municipal boundary, 
a man by the name of Duggan ‘had a narrow escape’.122

The vessel responsible for firing ‘on Castlegar hill’ and various approaches to 
the town on Wednesday afternoon was an Acacia-class sloop called the HMS 
Laburnum (Figure 13). During the shelling, ‘observers were on the roof of the 
Railway Hotel to report results’.123 The vessel, which was built the year beforehand 
by Charles Connell & Company, was equipped with two versatile 12-pounder 
guns and captained by Lieutenant-Commander William W. Hallwright. During 
the course of Easter Week, it took up a number of different positions in Galway 
Bay. When it ‘opened fire’ on Wednesday afternoon, it did so from ‘a position 
where she could cover approaches to Galway from the east’.124 According to the 
ship’s log book, the shelling commenced at 2:30pm, with nine rounds being fired 
from the ‘after gun’.125 Coincidentally, the shelling of the countryside around 
Galway occurred on the same day as the bombardment of Dublin’s Liberty Hall 
by the HMS Helga, from a position in the River Liffey to the east of the loop line 
railway bridge. 

The shelling of the countryside beyond Galway was the subject of much gossip 
amongst locals and visitors alike. When he made enquiries as to why it was 
happening, Thomas Courtney, a Volunteer intelligence officer, was advised of 
the navy’s capabilities by a British sailor named Stark. Whilst the account of the 
firepower appears to have been either exaggerated or misquoted, the warning 
of what would happen in the event of the town being attacked by the rebels 
is intriguing: ‘They are not big guns; they are only 4 inch. The real big ones 
will shake the town.’ In a revealing insight into the navy’s battle tactics, Thomas 
Murray, a chauffeur for Edmunds, informed Courtney that the firing had been 
conducted in a way that would trick the rebels. According to Courtney, the navy 
had obtained ‘maps of the district’ and Edmunds, who also had responsibility for 
discharging certain duties for the Admiralty, ‘marked out to an inch’ a point that 
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would be hit on the Galway-Oranmore road in the event that the rebels ‘came to 
attack the town’. Courtney further recalled being informed that the ‘shots already 
fired’ had been intended to make the rebels believe that the British ‘were not able 
to get the range of the road’.126

It was reported that the Castlegar area was hit again on Wednesday night by 
one of the warships. The Galway Observer stated that this occurred around 
11pm, when ‘a cruiser fired some shots from her six-pounders in the direction 
of Cooper’s Cave’, south-west of Castlegar village.127 Although the evidence is 
rather meagre, it is known that areas beyond the eastern municipal boundary 
were also bombarded by at least one of the warships. The Galway Express 
reported that shells were fired ‘in the direction of the Oranmore road’, but gave 
no further details.128 The impact of the bombardment also gets a brief mention 
in Mellows’ personal account of the Rising. The firing of shells ‘in the direction 
of Oranmore’, he noted, occurred on Wednesday and left ‘holes ploughed in the 
earth’.129 An article written by Father Fitzgerald, a Franciscan priest who was 
based in Galway town throughout Easter Week, contains another brief account 
of the shelling to the east. He recalled that shells from ‘a war vessel … in Galway 
Bay … burst at Oranmore, dug a deep hole in the roadway, and killed a cow’. In 
describing the noise generated by artillery shots which ‘boomed like thunder’, 
Fitzgerald noted that the operation had been carried out ‘in order to prove to 
the Irish forces camped near Athenry, that communication from Galway was 
impossible’.130 It is believed that at least one of these shells may have landed in a 
bog near the road bridge at Millplot, not far away from the coast.

The occupation of the model farm at Ballygarraun West, Athenry

The total number of rebels who occupied the model farm in Ballygarraun West 
(Figure 14) from Tuesday night to Wednesday afternoon has been estimated 
variously as 500, 600 or 700 Volunteers.131 Based on the evidence from police 
reports presented earlier, these numbers would represent 31%, 37.2% or 43.3% 
of the estimated 1,615 Irish Volunteers in County Galway at that time. Initially, 
the occupying force on Tuesday night was made up of the Athenry, Cussaun, 
Derrydonnell, Kilconierin, Newcastle and Rockfield (Craughwell) Volunteers. Not 
long afterwards, the number of companies at the model farm rose to nine, after 
the arrival of the Clarinbridge, Oranmore and Maree Volunteers.132 At around 
11am the following morning, the rebel force grew to 11 identifiable companies, 
following the arrival of the Castlegar and Claregalway Volunteers from Carnmore 
– helped by a Volunteer who scouted ahead of them. It is believed that a number of 
men from far-off points in the north of the county, like Tuam and Dunmore, may 
also have turned up at some stage at the model farm.133
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Most of the rebels who gathered there were young Catholic men from small 

farming, labouring and artisan upbringings. The majority of them were members 

of GAA clubs and some were Irish-speakers and Gaelic League members. They 

were poorly armed with approximately 25 rifles, 60 revolvers, 60 pikes and 300 

shotguns. Their miscellaneous arsenal also included home-made hand-grenades, 

bayonets, hayforks and a number of improvised weapons.134 According to Mellows, 

those who had ‘no arms at all … were put driving carts and taking care of the 

horses’. For the short duration of their stay, ‘ample accommodation’ was ‘found in 

the big lofts’, while a range of items were seized, including ‘butter, milk, cattle, corn, 

flour, horses, carts, tools and implements’.135 A ‘tea-van’ was also taken.136 Although 

the model farm was easily commandeered by the rebels on Tuesday night, it 

was not long before the authorities responded. At about 7am on Wednesday, a 

reconnaissance force of around seven RIC from Athenry arrived within 400 yards 

of the model farm. However, a group of rebels led by Hynes managed to repulse 

the attack and succeeded in driving the police back in the direction of the town.137 

About four hours after this incident, Mellows held a ‘council of war’ with Lardner, 

Murphy and Corbett, along with Mattie Neilan, Tom Ruane and Father Feeney. 

Ruane suggested that the Volunteers should be broken up into small columns to 

fight against the police, but the meeting decided against this course of action.138

Figure 2.14 The model farm, Ballygarraun West, Athenry, County Galway
Source: Mark McCarthy
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In the afternoon, after the HMS Laburnum started shelling the countryside around 
Galway town, the atmosphere at the farm became more tense. Details emerged 
that areas further inland might be next on the target list of the navy after an 
‘official report’ was sent out, announcing ‘that warships were getting the range at 
Athenry’.139 Although the outskirts of Athenry were not bombarded in the end, 
it is likely that the shelling of the locations in the countryside mentioned above 
had a psychological impact on the main band of rebels. As Mellows’ biographer 
has perceptively argued, ‘the thud of artillery in Galway Bay … was intended to 
frighten the rebels and cheer the loyalists’.140 It was reported that the actions of 
the warships caused consternation amongst people living in the countryside, 
with residents fleeing from their homes out of a genuine fear for their safety 
and wellbeing. Another cause of anxiety was the groundless rumour that 10,000 
Germans ‘had landed on the Connemara coast and were marching through 
Galway’.141 Some of the rebels, however, ‘believed … and hoped … that a fight with 
German submarines was going on’ in Galway Bay.142 Given the absence of German 
subaquatic support for the Rising, there is little doubt that the threat posed by 
the big guns of the warships in the bay exerted a significant influence on Mellows’ 
decision to decamp to elsewhere for the remaining days of the Rising.

The retreat from the model farm to Moyode Castle

On Wednesday afternoon, Mellows abandoned the model farm and led the 
rebels in a retreat to Moyode Castle (Figure 15) in Kilconierin parish – a derelict 
residence located about three miles to the south-east. The ‘castle’ (which was the 
former home of the Persse family, but was at this time owned by Lady Ardilaun) 
was easily seized when the rebels arrived at around 4pm, as it was only protected 
by a caretaker, John Shackleton.143 From a tactical perspective, Mellows’ choice 
of Moyode seemed logical. It was an easy target for the rebels and, in contrast 
to the model farm, he felt that ‘it offered better facilities for defensive warfare’.144 
Even so, the lack of armaments was constantly playing on Mellows’ mind. Earlier 
on, when departing the model farm for Moyode, he had ordered Patrick ‘the 
Hare’ Callinan and Willie Newell to go to Moycullen and instruct its company’s 
leader, Pádraig Thornton, to bring his men down to Moyode, as they supposedly 
had 40 shotguns, ‘which would be of great use’.145 As the two scouts could not 
find Thornton, this link-up never happened, thus leaving the Volunteers in a 
precarious position at Moyode.

As Mellows waited in Moyode for news of events in the wider region, his new 
location beside the Dooyertha River left ‘the way open alternatively to Gort or 
to the Shannon’.146 In an effort to keep the authorities at bay for the time being, 
he established a chain of lookout posts around the outer reaches of Moyode. 
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Another outpost was set up by four Volunteers at Bushfield, around seven miles 
from Moyode. Mellows also sent some of his men out on specific missions. Men 
from the Rockfield-Craughwell Volunteers, for example, were ordered to tear up a 
section of railway between Craughwell and Athenry, which they did with ease.147 A 
railway bridge at Craughwell was damaged as well, seemingly with the objective of 
stopping military reinforcements moving in by rail from Limerick.148 At one stage, 
police scouts from Athenry tried to make an advance towards Moyode, but they 
‘were chased back to their barracks’.149 However, the rebels’ situation was becoming 
increasingly hazardous. On Thursday afternoon, ‘a large force of infantry and 
cavalry, with a battery of artillery and machine guns and armoured cars’ arrived 
in Athenry, having set out from Loughrea. Soon after their arrival, the military 
and their horses ‘were billeted in every house and conceivable place’, including the 
town hall and courthouse.150

The rebels ended up staying at Moyode for Wednesday and Thursday nights, and 
most of Friday. While there, food was obtained from the locals and a bullock 
belonging to a grazier named Harte was slaughtered. The sourcing and cooking of 
food was done by the women of Cumann na mBan, who also carried dispatches 
for the rebels. They also administered first aid to those who had sore feet and were 

Figure 2.15 Moyode Castle, Moyode, County Galway 
Source: Mark McCarthy
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in need of slight dressings. To keep up morale, Father Feeney heard confessions 
and delivered general absolution to those going on scouting missions to gain 
intelligence.151 Thomas Davis’s song, ‘A Nation Once Again’, was sung next to the 
camp fire ‘in an atmosphere tense with optimism and excitement’.152 Such sanguinity 
was short lived, as around 200 men left Moyode early. Some of those who departed 
were, due to the scarcity of arms, opposed to prolonging the campaign. Those who 
remained at Moyode were now faced with the threat of soldiers and policemen 
advancing from both the west and the east.

Between 4am and 9:30am on Friday, the authorities sprang into action once again 
by sending out a reconnaissance force from Galway town. This consisted ‘of 25 
motor cars conveying 75 of the Royal Munster Fusiliers and 50 police, with the 
respective officers’.153 The soldiers in this force had arrived in Galway Bay the 
day before aboard the HMS Gloucester, which had set sail from Queenstown on 
Wednesday under the command of Captain W.F. Blount. After visiting Carnmore 
on Friday morning, the reconnaissance party made an advance eastwards to 
Athenry. It then swung back towards its starting point, and paid visits along the 
way to the RIC barracks at Kilcolgan, Clarinbridge and Oranmore.154 The rebels 
in Moyode had to further contend with around 300 police reinforcements from 
Belfast moving in from the east. Among them was Constable Aodh Ó Searcaigh, 
who partook in the journey from Ulster in ‘slow-moving, large commercial 
vehicles of the Char-a-Banc type’. This force spent Thursday night in Ballinasloe, 
arrived in Loughrea on Friday, and the next day they marched for 12 miles in ‘one 
column … in battle order’ with soldiers from the Sherwood Foresters. When they 
finally reached Moyode around 4pm on Saturday, ‘there were … no signs of life 
save that of the caretaker’. According to Ó Searcaigh, the police commanders did 
not appear to want to rush into battle with the rebels. It was possible, he recalled, 
that they were hesitant to engage their ranks in ‘fairly wooded country which 
favoured ambush and guerilla warfare’, or ‘that they desired, as far as possible, to 
avoid bloodshed and combat’.155

The retreat from Moyode Castle to Limepark House

Even though it was much smaller than originally anticipated, the mobilisation of 
the Volunteers in the provinces did not go unnoticed during Easter Week. On Friday, 
four days after Pearse had read the Proclamation of the Irish Republic outside 
Dublin’s GPO, the main headline on the front page of Britain’s Daily Express read 
as follows: ‘The Crazy Revolt Spreads to the Provinces of Ireland’. The events then 
unfolding in the west of Ireland were so serious that the newspaper portrayed 
them as a ‘considerable extension of the Irish rebellion’.156 It was not long, however, 
before the revolutionary actions of the Volunteers came to an end. By Friday, the 
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main band of rebels in County Galway was reported as being ‘ravenous with 
hunger’.157 Having covered a lot of ground since Tuesday, many of the Volunteers 
were also battling with exhaustion, having had little or no sleep since the outbreak 
of the hostilities. Nonetheless, the Volunteers soldiered on and managed to remain 
one step ahead of the authorities by retreating south-westwards from Moyode 
Castle in the direction of County Clare. Whilst acknowledging that they had been 
‘practically hemmed in at the time’, Mellows later defended the abandonment of 
Moyode on the grounds that ‘it was believed that Cork and Kerry were out and that 
a junction would be effected with them, rousing Clare on the way’.158

Those who stayed with Mellows made up a depleted column – estimated variously 
as 150, 300 or 400 Volunteers. The main body of Volunteers was followed by 
the captured policemen on carts, some motor cars, Mellows and other officers. 
Having moved along almost 15 miles of poor country roads in the evening (past 
Craughwell and through Monksfield, Ballyglass and Cockstown), the fatigued 
party, in the hours of darkness, reached their final destination in the townland of 
Limepark North in Kilthomas parish – an unoccupied residence near Peterswell 
called Limepark House (Figure 16). The time of their arrival at the big house, which 
was the former residence of the Persses but was by this time surrounded by thick 
shrubbery, has been estimated differently as 11pm on Friday, 12am on Saturday or 
1am on Saturday. A contingent of Ardrahan Volunteers, led by Peter Howley who 
had been stationed at Tullira during Easter Week, joined up with Mellows’ forces 
at Limepark House. Sometime in the early hours of Saturday morning, a decision 

Figure 2.16 The site of the rebels’ disbandment at Limepark House, Limepark North, County Galway
Source: Mark McCarthy
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was made to disband, thus ending County Galway’s Rising. It was also decided to 
let the handful of imprisoned policemen go free. Most of the Volunteers returned 
to their homes with immediate effect, by taking to the byways and fields. Mellows, 
however, remained for a bit longer, as did Monaghan and Hynes.159 According to 
Mattie Neilan, ‘it was with the greatest reluctance’ that the Volunteers ‘began to 
break up’. Although they ‘had to abandon their fight’, he felt that ‘they had struck 
their blow’ for freedom.160 Desmond Ryan notes that, as the end neared, Mellows 
‘was gratified that County Galway … had given a good account of itself ’ and could 
feel pleased ‘that he had met with … a spirit that in happier circumstances would 
have blazed into a formidable insurrection’ all through the west.161

In a mop-up operation on Saturday afternoon, a large convoy of motor cars left 
Galway town laden with soldiers and police. While journeying to ‘the enemy’s 
country’, they ‘passed through the areas which had lately been in possession 
of the Volunteers, but which had now been deserted’.162 By the time the armed 
convoy reached Limepark House on Saturday evening, all was quiet there. As a 
precautionary measure, the authorities advanced towards the big house ‘in open 
formation and a few shots were fired, but it was quickly discovered that the 
Volunteers had fled’. An ‘extraordinary medley of things’ was discovered at the site, 
including pikes, bandoliers, explosives, caps, bacon and eggs.163

The aftermath of the disbandment

Mellows, who was a wanted man after the Rising, went on the run with Monaghan 
and Hynes. Following the disbandment of the main rebel group early on Saturday 
morning, the trio stepped into ‘a commandeered motor from Galway’ and made 
their departure along the ‘L’-shaped avenue leading out from Limepark House 
to the ‘high road’.164 They then made their way on foot to Howley’s father’s farm 
residence, located less than a mile away in the corner of a field in Cockstown East. 
After availing of some meat and tea, the trio travelled southwards to a series of 
houses beyond Peterswell Cross. The first of these was a house in Lurgan that 
Mellows was well acquainted with. This was owned by Laurence Ó Fathaigh, whose 
son Pádraig was a well-known Irish language teacher and a prominent member of 
the Gaelic League, the IRB and the Irish Volunteers. As Pádraig had been arrested 
carrying dispatches on Easter Tuesday outside Father John William O’Meehan’s 
residence in Kinvara, it was left to his brother to assist Mellows, Monaghan and 
Hynes. He took them to the residence of Patsy Corless in Knockroe, which was 
located near a marshy turlough called Lough Avalla. After arriving there, they 
caught up with some badly-needed sleep, consumed some home-baked bread and 
left behind documents containing their names. They also decided to adopt aliases. 
Mellows became ‘John Nolan’, Monaghan became ‘Joe MacSweeney’ and Hynes 



- 65 -

became ‘Patrick Murphy’. They departed from Corless’ house at around 10:30pm 

on Saturday and crossed through fields to the four-roomed home of a 67–year–old 

farmer named William Blanche (Figure 17). This was located on the eastern side 

of the turlough, in the townland of Drumminalough in Kilbecanty parish. On the 

night of Monday 1 May, they left this position on the western edge of the Slieve 

Aughty Mountains and made their way with Blanche’s assistance to an outhouse 

(or cattle shelter or barn) owned by William Hoode (Figure 18). This was located 

further up on the mountainside at Cournageeha, about four miles from Gort. 

While staying there from 1 to 4 May, they continued to receive food supplies from 

Blanche and his wife, but had to contend with sleeping on mice-infested beds of 

straw. They then continued their journey southwards and made their way back 

down to lower land. After passing over bogland near O’Shaughnessy’s Bridge and 

through woodland beside Chevy Chase demesne (a part of the Persse estate in 

Lahardaun), they ended up at Gortacarnaun to the southeast of Lough Cutra. 

There they called into a house and were given directions by a visiting weightlifter, 

William Cooney.165

They then crossed over difficult terrain into County Clare, with the intention of 

travelling to Scariff, where Mellows’ uncle lived. After making their way through 

Drumandoora and Loughaun, the men continued wandering through the 

mountains, relying upon a map, a compass, a torch and local knowledge to help with 

navigation. They maintained a strong faith in the power of prayer and frequently 

Figure 2.17 The site of William Blanche’s home, Drumminalough, County Galway
Source: Mark McCarthy
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knelt down to say the Rosary in Irish. In the end they met Michael Molony, an IRB 
man in his early thirties from Ballyoughtra near Tulla, who was out searching for 
two fillies which had gone missing. From May onwards, Molony put them up for 
almost five months in a two-roomed hut (Figure 19), containing a fireplace and a 
rough ground surface. This stone-made cattle shelter, also known as a ‘bothy’ or 
‘bothán’, was built into the mountainside on an out-farm that his family owned 
in the nearby townland of Kilduff Upper. It proved to be an ideal hiding spot for 
rebels on-the-run, as it was surrounded by dense furze and hawthorn, while a gap 
by the door afforded its occupants a commanding view of the Vale of Tulla. The 
fireplace on the gable end allowed the men to heat the place at night, while beds 
of straw were used for the sleeping arrangements. Food (principally poultry) was 
supplied to the hut by the Molonys and by IRB men such as Seán McNamara and 
Con Fogarty, who were also members of the Crusheen Volunteers.166

In October 1916, Mellows proceeded to the home of Father Michael Crowe, a 
Catholic priest at Ruan who had previously raised funds for the cause of Irish 
freedom. From there, Mellows was driven to Cork in a motor car supplied by an 
Ennis man, Michael Brody. En route, he disguised himself by covering his face 
with a black gossamer nun’s veil provided by Sister Lelia McKenna of the Sisters of 
Mercy. Mellows was accompanied on the journey by Father Crowe, Pauline Barry 
from Gort, who was dressed in nun’s cloths, and Bluebell Powell, who was dressed 

Figure 2.18 William Hoode’s outhouse (or cattle shelter or barn), Cournageeha, County Galway  
Source: Mark McCarthy
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as a novice.167 As a token of appreciation for her help in the escape, a Volunteers’ 
tunic worn by Mellows was presented afterwards to Barry by McNamara. The tunic, 
which was manufactured by the Irish Tweed Company, had four brass buttons on 
the front, each depicting a harp between the letters ‘I’ and ‘V’.168 With assistance 
from the IRB, Mellows escaped in October from Queenstown to Liverpool on 
board a schooner named the Harry Herbert. He then crossed the Atlantic on a 
munitions container, using false seaman’s papers in the name of ‘Edward Moore’. 
He finally arrived at a boarding house in New York around mid-December 1916.169

Not all were as lucky as Mellows while evading the authorities. A number of 
prominent Volunteers in Galway town, including George Nicolls and Frank 
Hardiman, were rounded up on Easter Tuesday. They were put on board a motor 
launch in the Galway docks and then imprisoned on board the HMS Guillemot, 
which was anchored in Galway Bay. On Wednesday, the prisoners were moved 
to the HMS Laburnum and held there for three days, while it patrolled the bay 
from Galway town to the Aran Islands. On Friday, they were taken aboard the 
HMS Gloucester and around 20 of them were transferred in the evening to the 
HMS Snowdrop, which sailed to Queenstown. After arriving there, they were put 
on the HMS Albion in Cork Harbour and subsequently transferred to the HMS 
Adventure. This brought them to Kingstown (now Dún Laoghaire) and from there 
they were taken to Richmond Barracks in Dublin.170

Figure 2.19 Mellows’ hut, Kilduff Upper, County Clare
Source: Mark McCarthy



- 68 -

Political ramifications

Even though the 1916 Rising in the provinces may not have resulted in a fully-
fledged ‘emergency’, for the authorities it was enough to warrant the extension of 
martial law across the whole of the island of Ireland. It also meant that efforts to 
suppress rebel activity ‘would eventually reach far beyond Dublin’.171 As soon as the 
Rising ended, there was widespread condemnation across Ireland of the actions 
and politics of the rebels. Many saw their collusion with the Germans as a stab 
in the back for the thousands of nationalists who had signed up with the British 
Army during World War I, in the hope that Home Rule would be granted. This 
was particularly the case in Dublin, where ‘there was widespread bewilderment 
and even dismay’ over what would happen when the war on the continent was 
over.172 The death of civilians and the destruction to property in Dublin city was a 
source of much indignation and astonishment. According to William L. O’Farrell, 
the ‘mass of ruins’ along the principal thoroughfare made Dublin look like ‘Ypres 
on the Liffey’.173

As was the case in the capital, there were a number of ‘popular interpretations’ 
of the Rising ‘sweeping the provinces’ both during and after Easter Week. It was, 
for example, variously condemned as a German plot, as a socialist insurrection 
and/or as anti-Redmondite.174 In County Galway, the local press were quick to 
point the finger of blame towards the continent. The Galway Observer, for 
example, labelled the Rising as ‘Germany’s Insurrection’ and ridiculed it as ‘a 
foolish, senseless escapade’.175 In a reflection of the mood at the time, Galway 
County Council formulated a resolution at its meeting on 3 May 1916 (the same 
day as Patrick Pearse’s execution in the stonebreakers’ yard of Kilmainham Gaol), 
expressing ‘condemnation of the recent disturbances of social order brought about 
by irresponsible persons whereby great damage has been done to the material 
prosperity and prospects of Ireland’.176 Around this time, there was also a dawning 
realisation that much of Ireland had come close to experiencing a more widespread 
Rising. In a letter sent from Dublin on 8 May to the Vice Rector of the Pontifical 
Irish College in Rome, Monsignor Michael J. Curran remarked that, were it not 
for MacNeill’s countermanding order, ‘we would have had a score of Dublins over 
the country’ and ‘all would have thrown in their lot as the young fellows in Dublin 
did’. Under such a scenario, he speculated that the entire island would have been 
‘inundated with [British] soldiers’.177

Although none of the rebels died in the 1916 Rising in County Galway, there is 
ample evidence that many were willing to die for the cause of Irish freedom. In this 
regard, it is worth mentioning that Brendan Donelan, an 18–year–old Volunteer 
who was a native of Loughrea in County Galway, was badly wounded at the South 
Dublin Union (now St James’ Hospital) whilst fighting under Éamonn Ceannt’s 
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command. Donelan, who had worked in the drapery business in the capital 
for four years, died from his injuries and was buried afterwards in Glasnevin 
cemetery.178 Bravery was also displayed on the pummelled streets of Dublin by 
Brigid Lyons, a medical student from University College Galway, who ‘provided 
essential treatment for wounded rebels’.179 It was not long before public attitudes 
towards Ireland’s Rising changed. This transformation in hearts and minds resulted 
from the merciless reaction by the British authorities in the weeks and months 
after Easter Week. In total, 14 prominent rebels (including all seven signatories 
of the Proclamation) were executed at Kilmainham Gaol between 3 and 12 May. 
Afterwards, they were buried in quicklime in a grave at Arbour Hill.180 A particular 
cause of grief to many in County Galway was the execution of Éamonn Ceannt. 
As alluded to earlier, he was Commandant of the 4th Battalion Irish Volunteers in 
the South Dublin Union. Furthermore, he was one of the seven signatories of the 
Proclamation. He was executed by firing squad at 3:45pm on 8 May, aged 34. The 
execution of Ceannt and the other leaders resulted in a major backlash against the 
British government and its military forces. So, too, did the execution of Thomas 
Kent in Cork’s Military Detention Barracks (now Cork Prison) on 9 May and the 
hanging of Roger Casement later in the summer at Pentonville Prison in London.

Anti-British sentiment was exacerbated by persistent raids on people’s homes, a 
plethora of interrogations, the arrest of more than 3,100 suspects and the deportation 
of around 2,500 of them in May 1916. Many of these were Irish Volunteers from 
County Galway, who were taken away by train to Richmond Barracks or Arbour 
Hill and then sent abroad to different British prisons. Of the estimated 1,804 Irish 
rebels who were interned at Frongoch camp in Wales in early June, 322 or 17.9% 
were men from County Galway – a number second only to County Dublin.181 The 
impact of the executions and arrests was considerable, as it helped to rouse the 
Irish public’s support for the rebel cause. The changing political climate was the 
subject of much commentary in the summer of 1916. In his report for June, for 
example, District Inspector George Bedell Ruttledge of the West Riding of County 
Galway reported that the ‘situation may be described as critical and the temper 
of the people as sullen’. He also observed that many people in Galway town were 
wearing ‘mourning badges consisting of a green ribbon tied in the centre with 
black’.182 As the year progressed, the British government modified its stance on 
the prisoner situation. More than 1,100 prisoners were released from Frongoch in 
August, with the rest remaining interned until shortly before Christmas 1916.183

In conclusion, it is worth recalling that even though nation states ‘were a 
comparative novelty in European history’, the Irish (like the Poles) ‘saw nationhood 
as an alternative to subjugation by unsympathetic empires’.184 Although the 1916 
Rising was a military failure, this ‘proved to be less significant than the effects of its 
impact upon the nation’s mind’, as it ‘was the expression in action of … an old and 
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vital aspiration into living history’.185 The Rising also gave realisation to ‘the dream 
of self-determination’ becoming ‘a reality’ and proved to be one of those ‘moments 
in history when a seed is sown and the old order changes forever’.186 Reflecting the 
changing times, the memories of the dead rebels were soon immortalised in an 
Irish people’s martyrology – famously hinted at in the poetry that William Butler 
Yeats composed during the summer of 1916 in Normandy, France. In his fêted 
poem ‘Easter 1916’ (which was published more widely in 1920), Yeats penned the 
unforgettable line: ‘All changed, changed utterly: A terrible beauty is born.’187 The 
release of those who had been imprisoned after the Rising intensified the growing 
sense of Irish nationhood and stifled the appetite for Home Rule. Their arrival 
home was marked by huge public demonstrations of support, which was soon 
reflected by a series of electoral successes by republicans in by-elections. Sinn 
Féin’s annihilation of the IPP in the December 1918 general election had major 
geopolitical consequences, as did the waging of the War of Independence from 
1919 to 1921, which was followed by the creation of the 26-county Irish Free State 
in 1922.
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Liam Mellows: 

Enigmatic Republican & Notorious Irreconcilable 

Tomás Kenny and Bernard Kelly

Liam Mellows’ place in Irish history is a mass of contradictions. He is one 
of the most recognisable and popular figures of the Irish revolution but 
relatively little is known about him. Some see him as the tragic lost leader of 

socialist republicanism, while to others he epitomises the irrational and hardline 
vein of nationalism that drove Ireland to civil war in 1922. The twin pillars of his 
revolutionary career – leading the Galway Volunteers during 1916 and his fierce 
opposition to the Treaty – are what are mostly remembered 
and most frequently highlighted in accounts 
of the period. However, to concentrate on these 
two, admittedly crucial, aspects of Mellows, 
provides an unbalanced picture of him. For 
instance, Mellows the man is often lost sight 
of, but understanding his background and 
personality help to comprehend his 
eventual fate. His enthusiasm, good 
humour and capacity for hard work meant 
that he rose quickly in the republican ranks, 
and inspired deep devotion among the 
Volunteers in Galway, while his stubbornness 
and refusal to compromise contributed to his 
anti-Treaty stance and his execution. Mellows was 
far more complex, both as a person and as a revolutionary, 
than many realise and he deserves a greater place, not just in the history 
of 1916 in Galway, but also in the history of the Irish revolution as a whole. 

Liam Mellows was born on 25th May 1892, in Ashton-under-Lyne, Manchester, 
where his father, Staff Sergeant William Mellows, was then stationed.1 His census 
return states that his name was William; it is not known precisely when he began 
calling himself Liam, but the change was undoubtedly a symptom of his exposure 
to Irish nationalism, possibly also mixed with a desire to distance himself from 
his parents. His father had ambitions for the young Mellows to become the fourth 
generation of the family to serve in the armed forces, but after the family moved 
back to Ireland Liam became steadily disillusioned with British government on 
the island. He spent time living in Dublin and with his grandparents in Wexford. 
‘A pale, shy, studious little boy’, he started work as a clerk in D’Olier Street at the 

Figure 3.1  
Liam Mellows 
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age of 15, but it was a few years later in 1911, when he picked up a copy of Bulmer 
Hobson’s Irish Freedom, that his nationalism began to surface.2 That paper led 
him to Tom Clarke, who advised him to join the republican scouting organisation, 
Na Fianna Eireann. He rose rapidly in the organisation, becoming a captain and 
joining the headquarters staff.3 As Mellows had been expected to follow his father 
into the military, he was sent to the Hibernian Military Academy. Robert Brennan, 
the Wexford commander and later Irish diplomat remembered ‘The old man had 
been badly cut up the day Liam told him that if he was going to fight, it would 
be for Ireland and on Irish soil’ and yet their relationship repaired remarkably, 
with Mellows increasingly close to his father as the years drew on.4 Indeed, the 
elder Mellows turned up in Dublin during the Rising to see Barney, Liam’s brother. 
Barney expected a reprimand but instead received military advice.5

Mellows was sworn into the IRB in April 1912 by Con Colbert, and became a 
protégé of Bulmer Hobson.6 In 1913 he started work as an organiser for Na Fianna, 
giving up his job for a small salary and a difficult lifestyle.7 He did this on his 
own initiative, bemoaning to Countess Markievicz the lack of recruits outside the 
capital, suggesting to her that he take his bicycle on the road with a small stipend 
to promote the organisation. Covering as much as 70 miles a day, he established 
new branches and assisted old ones. His notes from the time give an idea of 
his commitment:

Sat. 17th. Rode to Gowran-Kilkenny (10 miles) thence to Dungarvan Rode 
to —Borris, Co. Carlow, arriving at 6.30. I thought a branch could be —
started in Borris and promised to help. I promised to return there on Tuesday. 
—Left Borris at 8.30 to ride to Wexford (38 miles) across the Blackstairs —
Mountains via Sculloge Gap. Shades of Father Murphy and Myles Byrne. It 
—was “black” and no mistake. Rode through the night, arriving in Wexford 
at —12.10. Mileage covered during the day, 62 miles. —Sun. 18th. Marched 
with sluagh Fr. John Murphy to Goresbridge. All local —people away at hurl-
ing match. Gathered together all the boys of the village we —could find. De-
livered an oration. Wexford Sluagh gave a display of —skirmishing, etc. in 
village street. Returned home sadder and wiser, etc. At 8 —o’clock had anoth-
er little history chat with Wexford Sluagh. There was great —enthusiasm and 
proceedings terminated at 11 o clock with singing the —National Anthem.8

He also made a deep impression in many other places, as in Tuam: 

In 1910, or thereabouts, a young, sturdy, fair-haired boy, with genial and 
quiet determination, graced the roads of Ireland on a push bike. And so this 
kilted lad, with his saffron-flowing shawl over his shoulders, Tara brooch, 
green kilts, long stockings and shoes, arrived, and brought with him a ray of 
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sunshine into our somewhat dull and drab town of that period. His name 
was Liam Mellows - a man who helped in no small way to change the course 
of history.9 

He got to know a number of the figures that would prove important in the 
years to come. Many, notably James Connolly, could not fail to be impressed by 
his ethics, organisational skill and commitment. Thus, it was no great surprise 
that he was appointed as IRB representative on the provisional committee of the 
Irish Volunteers on their foundation in 1913.10 He worked as a paid secretary for 
the Volunteers for a time11 and was a signatory to Eoin MacNeill’s statement of 
September 1914 which split the organisation, after John Redmond had pledged to 
support the British war effort.12 

In 1915, he was sent to Galway in what was his biggest challenge to date. Galway was 
seen as ripe for rebellion and had a reputation as being violent, going back to the 
Land War. Still only 23, Mellows was regarded as a townie and had to work hard to 
win his predominately rural recruits over. Several Volunteers recounted afterward 
how their initial suspicion of this outsider was dispelled: ‘We felt half inclined to 
smile at this little chap from Dublin talking to us about hard work, but it was the 
only occasion we felt that way inclined.’13 His work ethic comes up again and again: 
‘… our company [Clarinbridge], was visited by Liam Mellows. He was very boyish 
looking and full of enthusiasm for his work. He impressed us tremendously by his 
determination and, looking at his slight figure and boyish appearance, we wondered 
where all his determination came from.’14 He was a strict disciplinarian and a hard 
taskmaster, but once off duty he was full of good cheer and bad jokes, and became 
very popular amongst the rank and file.15 His propensity for poor puns is recalled 
time and time again by many Volunteers, as was his contagious personality – his 
close friend Alf Monaghan commented on Mellows’ ‘highly developed sense of the 
ridiculous.’16 Mellows’ relationship with the republican leaders in the county was 
more problematic. Tom Kenny and Larry Lardner had been usurped by this young 
man sent from Dublin and clashes were inevitable. Lardner remained brigade o/c, 
but Mellows was actually in command and was clearly the dominant personality. 
Kenny in particular was an important influence; he was largely responsible for the 
secret society based in Craughwell which had a large membership, huge potential 
and worked for radical land redistribution in the area. 

Regardless of personal battles, Mellows settled down remarkably quickly. He 
divided Galway into four battalions (Galway, Athenry, Loughrea, Gort) which 
reflected the bias towards the east of the county at the time. As previously, he 
travelled incessantly, drilling, organising arms to be brought in and giving lectures 
on a variety of Irish subjects.17 Unsurprisingly, such activities brought him to the 
attention of the police as RIC Chief Inspector Ruttledge would later recall: ‘in May 
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1915 … a meeting for the purpose of organising the Sinn Féiners was held in 
Tuam. The meeting was held in public and was addressed by William Mellows 
and by John McDermott, late Rebel leader in Dublin. The latter’s speech was most 
seditious, and he was prosecuted and sentenced to four months imprisonment with 
hard labour….’18 The increased attention on Mellows resulted in a deportation 
order and, after refusing to follow it, he was, along with others, imprisoned in 
Mountjoy.19 He was replaced in his absence by Alf Monaghan. But he returned to 
Athenry in November to a raucous welcome and continued as before: 

… he got three months imprisonment, came back again at the expiration of 
that term worse than ever and continued at his work until he was arrested in 
March 1916. The black spots in Galway East for numbers of years past have 
been portions of Athenry and Loughrea districts and embracing the subdis-
tricts of Athenry, Craughwell, Moyvilla, Riversville, Bookeen and to a lesser 
extent Kilcreest and Peterswell. Secret societies existed in most of these places 
time and again, and the people were imbued with the revolutionary spirit of 
the ’67, ’48 and ’98 days. The organiser had very little trouble here and his 
seed fell on good ground - the area above referred to was, in the land agitation 
days, the scene of very many agrarian outrages, including a large number 
of coldblooded murders, in several of which the culprits were not brought 
to justice.20

Mellows was rearrested in March of 1916 and deported. Given the option of where 
to go he chose Leek, Staffordshire, where he had family. His brother Barney and 
Nora Connolly (daughter of James) decided to rescue him before he came to the 
attention of the local constabulary. They went a circuitous route, via Glasgow, and 
arrived at Mellows’ new home only a few hours after him. Nora sped him to Crewe 
where he was disguised as a priest before coming back to Ireland, while Barney 
remained behind replacing him.21 He arrived back in Galway on Wednesday 19 
April, staying in Mullagh before moving on to Loughrea to finalise plans for 
the coming days.22 There was mass confusion in Galway, as in Dublin, before 
the Rising, caused by the countermanding order and exacerbated by Mellows’ 
enforced absence. Nonetheless, the Galway turnout was impressive and testament 
to Mellows’ hard work. 

The Rising itself will be dealt with in detail elsewhere in this publication, so we 
will add only some reflections on Mellows’ role in it. His story is one of a strong 
temperament and a determination not to compromise. He refused time and again 
to disband his men, despite mounting evidence that their position was futile and 
would not be supported by Volunteers from elsewhere. He only disbanded finally 
when he was faced with virtually unanimous opposition to remaining in the field, 
and even then he planned to fight on with just his great friend Alf Monaghan. As 
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one participant in the final meetings at Moyode Castle put it, Mellows ‘mentioned 
that the most we could hope for would be a sacrifice, that we wouldn’t be in a 
position to put up anything like an equal combat with any party that would be 
sent against us, and in view of that he wanted those to remain who had a clear 
conception of that outlook and who would be prepared to make a complete 
sacrifice.’23 This should not be taken to mean that Mellows was a proponent of 
blood sacrifice, as came to be so closely associated with Pearse. Fergus Campbell 
has ably pointed out that the Rising in Galway was not organised or thought of 
along those lines. Mellows was deeply committed to his cause and was prepared 
to die for it, if it served a purpose. Alf Monaghan recalled that Mellows rather 
dramatically pointed out that ‘death would be their fate at the hands of the British 
anyway, and that it was better to die fighting.’24 His natural inclination was not to 
surrender but to fight on, even against hopeless odds, an attitude which would 
reappear in later years.

A similarly iron streak was in evidence in regards to his dealings with Tom Kenny, 
the Craughwell blacksmith who also headed up the powerful agrarian secret society. 
Kenny visited Mellows several times during the Rising, and matters came to a head 
on the Thursday of Easter Week when he tried to force the rebellion onto a more 
extreme footing. Kenny wanted to seize livestock and land from local landowners 
and Home Rulers, but Mellows refused, leading to long lasting bitterness between 
the two, and to Kenny’s famous taunt: ‘Fair-headed Bill, you are good for nothing 
only drinking tea at Walshes of Killeeneen’.25 Mellows was to become a beacon of 
the Irish left, but nonetheless he had no sympathy with Kenny’s stance.

Having been on the run and living rough in Ireland for some weeks, Mellows 
arrived in New York in December 1916, where he would spend the next four years. 
Although his role in Galway during Easter Week ensured his standing as a leading 
republican, his enforced exile in the United States meant that he missed most of 
the seminal events during the Irish revolution: the conscription crisis, the 1918 
election, the meeting of the first Dáil and the outbreak of the war of independence. 
Frustrated at not being able to take part in the changes which were sweeping 
through Ireland and eager to return, Mellows’ first attempt to leave America ended 
in failure. He was arrested and charged with trying to travel back to Ireland on false 
papers under the name Patrick Donnelly,26 a charge which, after he was released 
in November 1917 following twelve days in prison, he freely admitted was true.27 
While in the Four Courts in 1922, Mellows spoke to Ernie O’Malley about his 
imprisonment in the US, describing the ‘hard, wretched days in the United States, 
of his imprisonment there’.28 Once released, his constant energy ensured that he 
soon became involved in the ebb and flow of Irish-American politics, writing a 
number of articles for the Gaelic American newspaper, giving speeches at Irish 
events and, once the US entered the war in April 1917, attacking the American 
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government for aligning itself with Britain. He was, much to his own surprise, 
elected to the constituencies of Galway and Meath in November 1918; as he said in 
the Dáil, ‘I never asked anybody to elect me.’29

Some of the attitudes which would come to define his place in Irish republicanism 
were first expressed while in America; for example, his unswerving belief in 
the existence of an Irish republic, as declared by Pearse in 1916. Answering 
a questionnaire from the US draft board in January 1918, Mellows declared 
unambiguously that because he was ‘a citizen of the Irish Republic, proclaimed 
Easter 1916, which has the allegiance of the overwhelming majority of the people 
of Ireland’, he would not serve in the American forces. It was this certainty that 
the republic was a concrete entity that would ultimately lead to this vehement 
opposition to the Treaty, and he would repeat this point time and again, both 
in the Dáil and in his anti-Treaty writing. In addition, he laid out his opposition 
to Washington joining the war at the side of Britain: ‘Were America fighting 
England – the greatest menace to “small nations”, I would be the first man to 
volunteer for service in the United States army, and would be proud to give my 
life fighting against Ireland’s only and America’s hereditary enemy.’ He signed in 
Irish and English ‘Commandant, Irish Republican Army’,30 identifying himself first 
and foremost as a soldier. At the Irish Race Convention in May 1918, he again 

Figure 3.2 America 1919 or 1920. Harry Boland, Liam Mellows, Éamon De Valera, Patrick McCartan and 
Diarmuid Lynch standing in front of wall with John Devoy seated at the forefront.  
(See full caption in the List of figures given).
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condemned the American government, accusing them of colluding with Britain 
in oppressing Ireland and his disinclination to compromise – which he displayed 
during Easter Week in Galway and would be one of his most notable features when 
he returned to Ireland – was evident in this speech. ‘We Irish who still believe in 
Ireland … we are not going to sit down. Those who say it is disloyal to speak the 
truth on behalf of Ireland, those people are not Americans. They are pro-British.’31 

In his biography, Greaves suggests that Mellows did not want to attempt to return 
home until his pending court case had been settled.32 His exile was further extended 
when he first helped Hanna Sheehy Skeffington on her US lecture tour, and again 
when he met de Valera upon his arrival in the US in June 1919 and agreed to assist 
on de Valera’s American visit. Displaying his flair for organisation and replicating 
his role in the Fianna and the Volunteers, Mellows travelled across the country 
in advance of de Valera’s party, organising venues, advertising speeches and 
generally preparing the path for his president’s arrival; as he put it himself with 
characteristic irreverent humour, he was ‘de Valera’s John the Baptist.’33 Although 
he was working extremely hard, his mischievous sense of fun never disappeared 
and in one celebrated example he had to flee down a fire escape having provoked 
Harry Boland to anger by cheekily impersonating him.34 Those who would later 
emphasise Mellows’ concern for the working class would regularly point out that 
during this period Mellows made contact with the Indian nationalist movement, 
which clearly had an impact on him; he referred to the fate of India in a long anti-
Treaty speech in January 1922,35 and also recommended the use of India as an 
example of British imperialism in his letters from Mountjoy prison.36 What is less 
publicised is that, before de Valera spoke at New Orleans in 1919, Mellows advised 
him to emphasise the Fenian John Mitchell’s support for the Confederacy during 
the US civil war, in order to offset the fact that around 150,000 Irish served in the 
Union army during the conflict.37

Although away from the main events in Ireland, Mellows was still recognised as a 
prominent republican figure. Diarmaid Ferriter has described him as ‘the leader of 
the 1916 exiles’38 in the US and he was well known enough to be brought to the notice 
of Lloyd George, in a briefing by his secretary Philip Kerr.39 Mellows was further 
identified as a leading revolutionary in a summary of republican connections with 
Germany, prepared by Maurice Hankey for the British cabinet and designed to 
be released to the press.40 What is clear is that Mellows was unimpressed with the 
United States and with Irish-Americans. In a letter to his brother in 1917, he wrote 
that he hoped ‘to God that immigration is finished, for this country has been the 
grave of the Irish race’, a place where ‘Free Speech, action, even thought is denied.’ 
This attitude reflects that of James Connolly, who wrote in 1897 that the United 
States was a place where ‘the power of the purse has established a new tyranny 
under the forms of freedom’ and that the American republic was not a model 
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for the Irish to aspire to.41 Mellows, however, preserved his greatest scorn for the 
notion that the US would support Ireland’s struggle against the British:

The sooner the people of Ireland turn their eyes away from and give up hope 
of receiving their Ind. through this tír, the better. It is all cant, hypocrisy and 
big talk-bluff from start to finish and can at present be only compared to 
Russia previous to Rev.42 

Similarly, in the Dáil in August 1921 he rebuffed any suggestions that the 
revolutionaries could expect any aid from the Irish-American community:

It was nice to talk of 20 million Irish but it was not true. There might be 20 
million descendants of Irish blood but they were Irish of such a kind that they 
did not recognise it themselves … They could not expect more from America 
than from their own people at home.43

Having become ‘disenchanted’ with life in the US,44 Mellows eventually arrived 
back in Ireland in October 1920, successfully obtaining false papers and getting 
passage aboard the ship Philadelphia. He came back at a turning point in the 
war against the British. Early IRA momentum was dissipating, leading GHQ 
to order the formation of flying columns on 4 October 1920.45 A month later, 
Bloody Sunday and the Kilmichael ambush occurred a week apart, leading to an 
exceptionally severe crackdown from the authorities, with hundreds of raids and 
arrests, including that of Arthur Griffith. Rather than being sent back to Galway, as 
might have been expected, Mellows was instead appointed Director of Purchases 
of the IRA, an administrative position of high importance. The work of buying and 
smuggling arms into Ireland had previously been carried out by Michael Collins, 
but Mellows was an excellent candidate for the role: he had already repeatedly 
demonstrated his ability as an organiser, and he had a reputation for enthusiasm, 
hard work and dedication. Peter Hart has suggested that Mellows was being used 
by Cathal Brugha, the republican Minister for Defence, in order to rein Collins in, 
and that Mellows came to dislike Collins46 while others have noted that Mellows 
favoured Brugha in his quarrel with Collins.47 Whatever the truth, Mellows, as 
he did in the Fianna and Galway, was soon criss-crossing the country, surveying 
potential sites for arms landings and making connections with local IRA units. 
One successful example was the importation of 200 rifles and 10,000 rounds 
of ammunition by the Frieda on 11 November 1921.48 Other attempts to bring 
in weapons during the Truce were uncovered by British police, leading to some 
difficult moments for the Irish negotiating team in London.49

Given that Mellows was well-regarded by the Volunteers in the West, it may seem 
strange that he was not sent back there when he arrived in Ireland, particularly 
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as GHQ was keen to expand the scope of the fighting in the province.50 Mellows 

talents largely lay in organisation and administration; the role as Director of 

Purchases was the latest in a succession of important administrative roles he 

took on. Sending him to Galway to rally the IRA would have removed a talented 

organiser from the centre of revolutionary activity. Despite this, Mellows always 

retained an affinity for Galway and in his letter to his brother from America, he 

requested that Barney ‘remember me to all the buachaillí in Galway – tell I’m as 

they always knew me.’51 

What truly dominated Mellows’ time in Ireland from December 1921 was his 

dogged resistance to the Treaty and he used his position as TD for Galway to argue 

extensively against settlement with London. As in the US, his argument was a 

simple one: that the Irish Republic, as declared in 1916, could not be overridden 

by any agreement with Britain. In a speech to the Dáil he declared:

To my mind, the Republic does exist. It is a living, tangible thing, something 

for which men gave their lives, for which men were hanged, for which men are 

in jail, for which people suffered, and for which men are still prepared to give 

their lives … The facts are that the Irish Republic exists.52

His preferred metaphor was that of the ‘straight road’ or ‘straight path’; he repeatedly 

referred to it when speaking in the Dáil and mentioned it again in his final letters 

just before his execution in December 1922, when he wrote to his mother that 

‘the path the people of Ireland must tread is straight and broad and true.’53 The 

idea was simple: the Republic had been declared in 1916, was reaffirmed in the 

breakaway Dáil of 1919 and therefore the Treaty and all its provisions were simply 

superfluous deviations from the republican course. ‘If the Republic exists’, he asked 

in January 1922, ‘why are we talking about stepping stones towards the Republic 

by means of this Treaty?’54 Despite his energetic contributions to Dáil debates, 

Mellows was not the ‘democratic republican’ that later groups claimed him to be.55 

On several occasions, he made his attitude plain towards those who supported the 

Treaty, including his own constituents. In December 1921 and January 1922 he 

toured Galway, not to gauge public opinion amongst the voters, but to transmit 

his anti-Treaty message to the regional Sinn Fein branches, frequently sparking 

conflict with local leaders.56 In February 1922, he spoke on anti-Treaty platforms 

in Cork and Dublin, confirming his status as a national figure. His attitude was 

clear, unequivocal and left little room for compromise: 

I hold that I was elected as a Republican. I hold that I was elected on the basis 

of an Irish Republic existing … when they tell me down in Galway you were 

elected to get something less I will tell them you may dispense with me.57
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He later denied that there was any genuine public support for the Treaty; instead, 
he felt, his constituents were 

being stampeded: in the people’s minds there is only one alternative to this 
Treaty and that is terrible, immediate war. During the adjournment I paid a 
trip to the country and I found that the people who are in favour of the Treaty 
are not in favour of the Treaty on its merits, but are in favour of the Treaty 
because they fear what is to happen if it be rejected. That is not the will of 
the people, that is the fear of the people. The will of the people was when the 
people declared for a Republic.58

In common with other Irish revolutionaries, he felt that, as the IRA had fought for 
Irish freedom, it should have the deciding influence on its final form, regardless 
of electoral results. ‘… the Army is not concerned with majorities or minorities’, 
he stated in April 1922. ‘The Army is concerned with a question of honour, a 
question of principle and a question of right’.59 And, as in the US, he consciously 
self-identified as a soldier, consistently referring to ‘We in the Army …’.60

At the same time, Mellows continued to move into the centre of the anti-Treaty 
wing of the IRA. In March 1922, he was appointed Quartermaster General of the 
IRA General Staff, yet another high-profile administrative post. He was also a 
member of the Joint Army Council, which sought to reunify the two sections of 
the IRA, although his public anti-Treaty utterances undermined his participation 
in the search for compromise. He was part of the garrison which took possession 
of the Four Courts in April 1922 and was one of the drafters of the statement 
issued to the Provisional Government, demanding the Republic be upheld, the 
Civic Guard disbanded and all elections be postponed. His prominence, both as an 
arms smuggler and an anti-Treatyite was noted by British Special Branch, which 
remarked (with patchy accuracy) in May 1922 that Mellows was 

Director of Purchases for Rory O’Connor’s Army. Mellows is a notorious 
irreconcilable, who led the rebels in Galway in 1916 and subsequently 
escaped to America where he remained until after the Truce. He is now one 
of the active spirits of de Valera’s party and was first editor of the “Republic 
of Ireland”.61 

During the run-up to the so-called ‘pact election’ in June 1922, Mellows appears 
to have become dispirited and disillusioned. He did not canvas in Galway with any 
great enthusiasm, and spoke listlessly at a public meeting in Ballinasloe, opposing 
unauthorised land seizures.62 He subsequently lost his seat in Galway, where anti-
Treaty Sinn Féin was outnumbered by five seats to two. As events in the Four 
Courts moved towards their climax, he seemed to Ernie O’Malley to be relieved 
to move away from politics and back towards military action. While fortifying 
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their positions, O’Malley noted that 
Mellows sang during the work, noting that 
‘He seemed gayer, more cheerful now.’63 
Later he confided to O’Malley: ‘God, it’s 
good to feel myself a soldier again after all 
those futile negotiations.’64 When the order 
came from the commander of the Dublin 
Brigade, Oscar Traynor, to surrender 
the Four Courts after being bombarded, 
Mellows - just as he had in Galway - was 
reluctant to obey and preferred to fight 
on. He was eventually persuaded, was 
captured and taken to Mountjoy prison 
after his arrest, where his impatient energy 
ensured that he became a leading member 
of the prisoner committee, as well as an 
enthusiastic organiser of lectures, lessons 
and competitions. 

It is probably no accident that it was this period of enforced idleness which 
produced the documents which proved to be Mellows’ most enduring legacy: 
the Notes from Mountjoy, in reality a series of letters intended to provide advice 
to the anti-Treaty leadership. They were seized and published by the Free State 
government as evidence of nascent Bolshevism within the anti-Treaty movement. 
Although his attitude towards the First World War, which he described as ‘a 
hideous holocaust on the altar of Mammon’,65 and his dismissive attitude towards 
the clergy echoed many shades of opinion on the Irish left at the time, Mellows’ 
Notes are hardly a blueprint for a reorganisation of Irish society along socialist 
lines. Instead, they are suggestions to the IRA leadership on how to coordinate 
the political and military aspects of the struggle against the Free State. His main 
proposal, which he returns to throughout the letters, was to establish a republican 
government, in order to challenge the legitimacy of the Provisional Government 
and the Free State; in his own words, ‘Republicans must be provided with a rallying 
centre, and the movement with a central point.’66 Both Liam Lynch and de Valera 
were opposed to this idea, and Lynch in particular felt that Mellows was being too 
idealistic.67 He said of Mellows that ‘his ideals prevent him from seeing the same 
military outlook as others at times.’68 However, an IRA Army Executive meeting in 
October 1922 voted for the creation of a republican government, with de Valera as 
President. Mellows was appointed Minister for Defence despite his incarceration.

Mellows’ other main proposal in his Notes was the implementation of the Social 
Programme of the First Dáil, but again this was linked to the immediate situation, in 

Figure 3.3 Volunteer membership card. Source: 
Galway County Council Archives, Irish Volunteer 
File (GS13/02)
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order to keep ‘Irish labour for the Republic; it will be possibly the biggest factor on 
our side.’ The Notes do show the depth and range of Mellows’ thinking and reading, 
particularly on the sharp parallel he drew between South Africa and Ireland. This 
contrasts favourably with the impetuosity of his IRA fellow leaders, such as Rory 
O’Connor, who famously declared that he did not understand the Treaty and had 
not read de Valera’s alternative, Document no. 2.69 However, the Notes’ distinct leftist 
inclination, which had been apparent in Mellows’ writing as early as 1917 from his 
letters from America, are consistently subordinated to the immediate needs of the 
moment. For example, while he denounced the Labour Party for its attraction 
to the ‘flesh-pots of Empire’ and the Free State’s attitude towards striking postal 
workers, he pointed out that ‘these must be utilised for the Republic’. His crude 
depiction of ‘FREE STATE – Capitalism and Industrialism – Empire. REPUBLIC- 
Workers – Labour’70 were more than likely potential propaganda slogans rather 
than an insight into his deepest political beliefs. James Connolly was much more 
clear-cut on this issue, flatly declaring ‘Nationalism without Socialism’ would 
result in British economic domination of any independent Irish republic.71 While 
Mellows was clearly influenced by Connolly, his central aim of the Notes was to 
sustain the anti-Free State campaign.

Mellows’ Dáil speeches, which comprise a far more extensive and coherent body 
of work than the fragmentary Notes, confirm that Mellows’ primary concern in 
this period was constitutional: the defeat of the Treaty and the Free State. His 
belief in the Republic of 1916 formed the basis of his opposition to the Treaty, and 
while this also permeates the Notes, they are a very thin foundation upon which to 
reconstruct Mellows’ political orientation. Indeed, the letters from Mountjoy were 
virtually dismissed by his fellow prisoner, the writer and republican socialist Peadar 
O’Donnell as ‘just the bare outlines of his thoughts on a social programme.’72

Mellows’ execution in December 1922 remains one of the most controversial 
episodes in modern Irish history. On 7 December, the IRA killed Sean Hales, the 
pro-Treaty Cork TD and wounded his fellow TD Pádraic Ó Máille, in retaliation 
for the execution of republican prisoners by the government. In response, the Free 
State cabinet authorised a reprisal, which was the execution without trial of the 
leading members of the Four Courts garrison then in Free State custody: Rory 
O’Connor, Joseph McKelvey, Richard Barrett and Mellows. They were notified of 
their sentences that night and shot the next day. This cold and brutal act may have 
succeeded in its aim – no more TDs were killed during the civil war – but these and 
the seventy-three other official executions poisoned Irish political life for decades. 
The reason for the selection of the four men has never been satisfactorily explained. 
The traditional rationale, that they represented each of the four provinces of 
Ireland, does not stand up to even a cursory examination, not least because, 
although he was associated with Galway, Mellows was born in England and largely 
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raised in Leinster. Various explanations, such as their IRB membership73 or that 
they knew a great deal about the Free State’s most embarrassing secrets (such as 
the plans for an attack on Northern Ireland)74 are intriguing and plausible but 
ultimately unprovable. Mellows prominence as well as being widely perceived as 
stubborn and contrary were highly likely to be factors. He was buried in Castletown, 
County Wexford.

One of the most remarkable aspects of Mellows is the extraordinary longevity of 
his political afterlife, and he remains one of the most enduringly popular of the 
revolutionary leaders, alongside Pearse, Connolly and Collins. In particular, he 
is consistently revered by the left wing of modern Irish republicanism: in 2005, 
Sinn Fein president Gerry Adams described him as ‘one of the most radical and 
intellectually questioning of the 1916-22 Republican leaders.’75 He is also one of 
the frequently misrepresented. For example, An Phoblacht, a paper that Mellows 
helped to found and briefly edited76, confidently declared in 2003 that Mellows was 
‘born and educated in Galway’,77 glossing over his English birth, not to mention 
his military education and long family history of service in the British army. 
His commemoration in Galway during 1966 as part of the fiftieth anniversary 
celebrations of the Rising was rife with contradictions. As Anne Dolan has correctly 
observed, the statue of Mellows in Eyre Square commemorates the ‘Volunteer of 
1916’ without acknowledging his subsequent anti-Treaty stance.78 It is ironic that 
both the Catholic Church and the Irish army played leading roles in the dedication 
ceremony, as Mellows had little time for either of them. In his Notes he described 
the Catholic hierarchy as ‘blood-guilty’ for supporting Irish participation in the 
First World War79 and he was reluctant to receive the last rites on the night before 
his execution, although he eventually did so.80 Likewise, in April 1922 he described 
the Free State forces as ‘a paid mercenary army’,81 and he died before an Irish army 
firing squad, making it doubly incongruous that the barracks in Renmore, formally 
the home depot of the Connaught Rangers, was eventually named in his honour in 
1954. Given his intractability, Mellows was an unlikely figure to choose for such a 
gesture of reconciliation. 

Like Michael Collins, one of the great attractions of Mellows to later republicans 
is that he died young, before his ideals could be tested in the humdrum to-and-
fro of politics in post-revolutionary Ireland. He grew up and became politically 
aware in an era of tremendous upheaval and change, and it is difficult to imagine 
him flourishing, de Valera-esque, in the more sober Irish Free State that was to 
follow. Like Collins and many of the revolutionary generation, Mellows achieved 
an extraordinary amount in a very short period of time. He was only 30 when he 
was executed; similarly, Collins was 31 when he was killed at Béal na Bláth. Also 
like Collins, Mellows left behind no memoirs and no body of writings, meaning 
that he was an ideal empty vessel into which later generations of republicans could 
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pour their own priorities. The Notes from Mountjoy, while demonstrating his 
distinctly leftist propensity, are too flimsy to make a comprehensive judgement 
on his core political beliefs, while his speeches in the Dáil are taken up with the 
concerns of the moment, namely the issue of the Treaty. The lack of a Mellows-
penned literature reflects the nature of the man himself: he generally threw himself 
wholly into whatever task he was occupied with, tending to be largely oblivious to 
developments around him,82 and consequently the Notes came from a sustained 
period of inactivity while he was imprisoned. As a result, researchers are forced to 
rely largely on the recollections of his contemporaries in the Bureau of Military 
witness statements. These provide a vivid picture of Mellows but must always be 
treated with a little caution; given that Mellows was almost hero-worshipped by 
the Volunteers in Galway, their statements are tinged with nostalgia. Nevertheless, 
a consistent image of the man emerges: a restless, committed and driven 
republican, a talented organiser and inspiring leader, a man of humour but also a 
self-styled soldier with little time for debate, disdainful of parliamentary politics, 
and whose refusal to countenance any compromise ultimately led to his death in 
December 1922.
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The eclipsing of a radical agrarian nationalist:  

Tom Kenny and the 1916 Rising in County Galway *

Tony Varley

Introduction 

Tom Kenny (1877-1947) was of great importance in establishing separatist 
nationalist politics as a powerful force in Galway in the decade before the 
1916 Rising. Writing in 1966, Martin Newell - originally of Caheradine, 

Craughwell, and sworn into the Irish Republican Brotherhood (IRB) in 1913 
when Kenny was Centre of the Craughwell Circle1 - had no hesitation in giving the 
Craughwell blacksmith the main credit for incubating the Rising in Galway. ‘The 
teaching and example of Kenny’, as he put it, ‘had exercised a profound influence 
on many of us’.2 Newell went on to say that

… were it not for Tom Kenny and his activities for over ten years prior to 
Easter 1916, there would certainly have been no Rising in Co. Galway. For my 
part anyway, and the same holds for many of my comrades, I would not have 
been involved in the Galway Rising.3

Similarly, Gilbert Morrissey (from Cahercrin, Craughwell, and captain of the 
Rockfield company of the Irish Volunteers), who was sworn into the IRB by Tom 
Kenny in about 1906, identifies Kenny as the key figure responsible for cultivating 
a separatist consciousness among those young nationalists who came under his 
influence in south and east Galway. At the bi-monthly meetings of the Craughwell 
IRB Circle Morrissey recalls, in his 1955 witness statement to the Bureau of 
Military History, how

Kenny always impressed us that another fight for freedom was impending 
and that our big aim should be to be prepared for it. He had a wonderful 
personality and inspired us by his addresses. My recollections of these early 
days do not go beyond that we were being prepared for another fight for the 
freedom of our country. I think Kenny’s main concern was to keep the spark 
of nationality alive in us until the opportunity came. This was not so difficult 

* My thanks to Fergus Campbell, Jackie Uí Chionna, John Cunningham, Dara Folan, Éamonn Gilligan, Conor 

McNamara and Gerry Watts for their very helpful advice concerning some of the sources consulted in preparing 

this chapter.
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in County Galway because, in a sense, arms were never put away. If the 
people were not fighting against the British forces proper, they were making 
a fair stand against its henchmen, the tyrant landlord class, their agents and 
bailiffs, who were backed up and protected by the Royal Irish Constabulary.4

Yet, Liam Mellows, ‘captain’ of the 
Galway rebels in 1916, was apparently 
ready to tell Kenny to his face in late 
1916 that he ‘had taken no part in 
the Rising’.5 The question for us, 
therefore, is why, in view of Kenny’s 
early prominence as an advanced 
nationalist in Galway, Mellows 
should have thought fit to speak to 
him as he did after the Rising. By way 
of answer, we will examine the bases 
of Kenny’s pre-Rising power and 
the manner he conducted himself 
during Easter Week 1916 and in 
its immediate aftermath. We will 
particularly ask why Kenny lacked 
the power to get his way in opposing 
the timing of the Rising initially, in steering the course of the Rising once it had 
begun, and in winning wide acceptance among separatist nationalists in America 
immediately after the rebellion for his view that the Galway rebels had been let 
down by incompetent leadership at the very top. As Tom Kenny - so far as we 
know - did not put pen in hand to set out his own side of the story, virtually 
everything we know about him is based on his documented activism and on how 
others – whether the police, contemporaries who struggled with or against him, 
and historians6 – have interpreted the man, his actions and the various contexts in 

which he found himself.

Before the Rising

In his early public life Tom Kenny’s power over others, and his power to influence the 
course of events, was embodied in his forceful personality and in his effectiveness 
as a man of action. Kenny, of course, was also standing on the shoulders of others. 
The power he possessed drew widely on a number of broadly nationalist sources: 
the ‘strong tradition of secret society activity in south Galway’,7 the popular support 
his agrarian and political activism was to attract in Craughwell and environs, his 

Figure 4.1 Tom Kenny as a young man. 
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deep immersion in the Gaelic Athletic Association (GAA), and the wider social 
and political networks his many IRB, Sinn Féin and GAA involvements were to 
open up to him in County Galway and beyond.

Martin Newell has pointed to ‘the Land League, the IRB movement and the GAA’ 
as supplying the ‘connecting links’ between the 1880s and Sinn Féin’s appearance 
in Galway in 1905.8 Even if the inspiration for Kenny’s initial involvements in 
these three movements (the United Irish League was commonly regarded in 
Galway as the old Land League’s direct successor) remains obscure, 9 he was at 
once steeped in their different traditions of collective action and highly creative 
in linking them in ways that provided the Sinn Féin movement in Galway with its 
crucial early platform.10 It was seemingly Kenny who was instrumental in ensuring 
that east Galway IRB members ‘were permitted to participate in illegal agrarian 
(“moonlighting”) operations’.11

For Kenny, the broad agrarian challenge had a number of dimensions: to replace 
what he took to be a garrison landlord class with a new farmer-owner class; to 
destroy the large-scale grazing system so as to free up sufficient untenanted land 
to give at least some of the poor tenants and landless men the chance to become 
sturdy smallholders in their own right; and to use land agitation as a means of 
advancing the separatist nationalist cause in the rural districts. Agrarian secret 
societies may have been the subject of local clerical censure since the 1880s,12 but 
that did not stop whole swathes of the south-east Galway countryside remaining 
susceptible to secret society-instigated bouts of agrarian disturbance well into the 
twentieth century. One especially disturbed district was Craughwell where, if the 
police are to be believed, Tom Kenny was the organising genius behind most of 
the serious agrarian crime there, and elsewhere in the county, in the decade or so 
before the Rising.13

Martin Dolan observed in 1966 how the IRB in pre-Rising Galway had

its undercurrents. Dick Murphy was the County Head Centre but he was 
not the active dangerous organiser that Tom Kenny was. Kenny exercised 
considerable power in the Barony of Dunkellin of which he was Head Centre.14

Once commissioned ‘to lead Sinn Féin in the county’ in 1905, Kenny – who had 
been sworn into the IRB by Major McBride in that same year15 - set about using 
his IRB connections to spread the movement in Craughwell and further afield.16 
In this task he was evidently ably assisted by ‘Stephen Jordan, Larry Lardner, both 
of Athenry, and many others, and the younger men of the district rallied around 
him’.17 During his frequent visits to Dublin on GAA-, Sinn Féin- or IRB-related 
business, Kenny - typically ‘followed by two detectives’ - became acquainted with 
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‘Tom Clarke, Seán MacDermott, Austin Stack, Seán Milroy, Eoin O’Duffy, Lorcan 
O’Toole, Dinny McCullagh, Dick Fitzgerald and many of the leaders’.18

The shooting dead of Constable McGoldrick in January 1909, a highly consequential 
incident in the bitterly divisive Mrs Ryan agrarian dispute in Craughwell, added 
to Kenny’s public reputation as a leading physical force man.19 Liam Ó Bríain (a 
Dubliner, 1916 Rising veteran and later academic at University College Galway) 
was possibly reflecting a wider view when much later he characterised the 
McGoldrick killing as a fundamentally political action. It was, he wrote in 1947, ‘the 
only physical force action, I think, between the Park assassinations in ’82 and the 
Volunteers leaving aside agrarian shootings’.20 A part of the lore surrounding the 
threat Kenny was considered to pose to public order in the wake of the McGoldrick 
killing was the belief that the Chief Secretary for Ireland, Augustine Birrell, could 
be asked in parliament “If Ireland was to be ruled by a Galway blacksmith [Tom 
Kenny] and a Dublin water bailiff [Major John McBride]?’.21

The third of Kenny’s great enthusiasms was the GAA. In 1904, he had helped re-
organise the Craughwell GAA club, and he captained the local senior hurling team 
up to 1916. The local hurling scene was not immune, however, from the often 
fraught political and agrarian divisions and conflicts of the wider community. 
Fergus Campbell writes how: 

The Sinn Féin supporters of Tom Kenny at Craughwell … were small 
farmers, tradesmen and labourers who met with Kenny at his forge, were 
bound together by secret oaths, and hurled together in the local GAA club. 
The Home Rule movement, on the other hand, tended to be led by middle-
aged, better-off farmers and shopkeepers who associated in Martin Hallinan’s 
shop and founded their own ill-fated hurling team.22

Kenny became a member of the Galway County Board of the GAA in 1905, 
served as president of the Connacht Council from 1909 to 1916, and sat on the 
Central Council.23 Towards the close of 1909 J.B. Dougherty, Under-Secretary 
in Dublin Castle, considered it sufficiently important to brief Augustine Birrell 
as to ‘the honour paid by the GAA on Tom Kenny, the “ruffian” who led the 
Craughwell band, which was a significant illustration of the spirit and temper of 
the GAA itself ’.24

For all Kenny’s power over others, and his power to advance his many projects, he 
was not invincible in Craughwell. A simmering dispute, involving the local United 
Ireland League (UIL), of which Kenny had once been a member, and the local 
Sinn Féin club he had formed in February 1907, broke out in violent conflict in 
December 1910.25 Members of the Craughwell UIL branch greatly resented the 
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extra taxation levied on the locality following the McGoldrick killing,26 and the 
loss of members to Sinn Féin.27 Nor, it seems, were they taken with the more 
radical agrarian aims and extreme methods of Kenny’s IRB.28 In their campaign 
of intimidation against Kenny and his followers, the local RIC – no doubt with 
the McGoldrick killing fresh in their minds – actively backed the local UIL. Kenny 
had also incurred the hostility of the local Catholic clergy. 29 After nearly two years 
of intense struggle the UIL ultimately got the better of Kenny and his supporters, 
with the result that much of the IRB’s local strength fell away.30 Kenny may have 
recovered some of his old power in Craughwell subsequently, but a sizeable section 
of his early following appears to have been lost for good. ‘Most of those I knew in 
the IRB in Craughwell from 1905-1916’, Patrick Callanan recalled in 1950, ‘aided 
the RIC in Craughwell during Easter Week, 1916’.31

In spite of his Craughwell reverses, Martin Newell can still judge Kenny’s IRB and 
Sinn Féin activism as critical in paving the way for the 1916 Rising in Galway. 
According to Newell,

Kenny’s associates in the pre-Rising years were Pat Callanan of Craughwell, 
Larry Lardner, Stephen Jordan of Athenry, Seán Broderick of Athenry, 
Frank Hynes and Jim Barrett of Athenry, Patch Kennedy and John Hynes 
of Kilconieron, Brian Molloy and Mick Newell of Castlegar, Tom Ruane of 
Claregalway, Gill Morrissey and John Rooney of Cahercrin, Mick Athy of 
Maree, the Freeneys, Higgins’s and Ruanes of Derrydonnell, the Fureys of 
Oranmore, Tom Hynes and Bill Cahill of Clarinbridge. It was Tom Kenny 
who blazed the revolutionary side of Sinn Féin in the areas from which 
these men hailed, and it was these districts which answered the call to arms 
in 1916.32

Along with his influence on emerging local leaders, Kenny’s part in recruiting 
the broad mass of rank-and-file rebels in Galway has also been judged to have 
been immense. ‘Almost all of them’, Fergus Campbell writes, ‘were members of 
the Galway secret society who had been sworn into the IRB by the two most 
prominent Fenians in the county, Martin Finnerty of Gurteen and Tom Kenny 
of Craughwell’.33

Kenny did not become captain of the Rockfield Volunteer Company that Sinn Féin 
members had formed in June 1914, though he remained a powerful presence within 
the company at first. Apparently it was at his instigation that the Craughwell IRB 
Circle decided to replace Morgan Healy as captain, and to have Gilbert Morrissey 
elected in his place. At this juncture, IRB men made up ‘about half ’ of the 40-
man company.34
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Against the view that Kenny was able to transfer intact much of what power he still 
possessed into the Volunteer movement (and the post-split Irish Volunteers) and 
even add to it,35 there is evidence to suggest that his power to shape Irish Volunteer’ 
activities in Galway, and his power over some of the movement’s leading activists, 
were both in serious decline as the Rising drew closer. His absence from the officer 
ranks of the Irish Volunteers in Galway (and eventually from the Rising’s inner 
circle and command structure in the county) was to prove significant. But how 
is this absence to be accounted for? Was it that his want of military training told 
against him, even though this was a widely-shared shortcoming that many of those 
who became Volunteer officers managed to overcome? Martin Dolan suggested in 
1966 that Kenny’s reluctance to master the physical techniques of military drilling 
(and to accept the disciplinary power they embodied) left him 

at a disadvantage. He had no military training despite his long experience 
of secret societies. As one who had been so prominent in the organising of 
the Volunteers and who was in the position to make and unmake its officers 
it was infra dig to stand in the ranks and learn the rudiments of drill. His 
ignorance of the simplest drill movements made him unfit to hold any rank 
in any one of the companies he had helped to create.36

The tensions that developed between Kenny and Liam Mellows, the young outsider 
who became ‘organiser’ for Galway in the spring of 1915,37 would further serve to 
weaken Kenny’s power. Unaccustomed as he was to being subject to tight central 
control,38 Kenny has been viewed by Desmond Greaves as ‘… one of the few who 
slightly resented the intrusion of the young Dublin man’; he may have ‘co-operated 
with Mellows with fair grace, but was not his uncritical admirer’.39 Martin Dolan’s 
analysis here goes significantly further in its claim that Kenny’s

power had waned considerably according as the influence of Mellows 
increased. Kenny pretended to regard Mellows as “a harmless young fellow 
who will get sense as he grows older”.40

If Dolan’s interpretation is to be credited, the Craughwell blacksmith found 
himself being pushed ever further to the margins of the Irish Volunteer movement 
in Galway. By standing back he had allowed control of the Irish Volunteers (and 
ultimately of the Rising) to pass into the hands of Mellows and his closest associates.

Fergus Campbell has suggested that the differences between Kenny and Mellows, 
which came to a head during the Rising, also reflected contrasting conceptions 
of what the uprising in Galway should be all about, and what means it should 
adopt in advancing its aims. Just as Mellows ‘identified the Rising primarily as 
an insurrection against British rule in Ireland’, the secret societies’ local leaders 
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(primarily Kenny) ‘viewed the insurrection as a broader agitation in favour of land 
redistribution’.41 Very remarkably, in view of his extreme youth and his identity as 
an outsider and city man, the English-born Mellows appears to have had sufficient 
power from early on in this struggle to ensure that his conception of the Rising 
would be the one to prevail.42

A row with some leading Galway members of the Irish Volunteers in 1915 illustrates 
both Kenny’s increasing distance from the new paramilitary movement and the 
manner he had come to see the Irish Volunteers as a competitive threat to the GAA 
in the hurling country that cradled the western Rising.43 The row in question was 
sparked by a scheduling clash that arose after Patrick Callanan, Joe Howley and Liam 
Mellows met in Athenry and agreed ‘to hold manoeuvres on the following Sunday 
week between Clarinbridge, Maree, Oranmore and Derrydonnell Companies’. 

What then purportedly happened, according to Callanan, was that 

An attempt was made by Mr Thomas Kenny, Chairman of the County 
Galway Board of the GAA, to upset our plans, by arranging a list of fixtures 
to be played at Oranmore on the same day. When I asked him to cancel or 
postpone the fixtures he refused, saying, “you are killing the best movement we 
ever had – the GAA”. However, the manoeuvres were a great success and the 
matches fell through. As a result I was suspended from the GAA by Kenny.44

As the rebellion drew closer, Kenny’s distance from the leaders of the Irish 
Volunteers in Galway had not apparently diminished. That ‘he assured IRB men 
in Craughwell’ in the days immediately before the Rising that no uprising was 
being planned for anytime soon would suggest that he was not involved in the 
secret preparations for the insurrection.45 Nor, seemingly, was he convinced that 
the Galway Volunteers had any realistic chance of succeeding militarily were they 
to join the rebellion. While in Dublin over the Easter weekend, it was later claimed, 
Kenny ‘called on Tom Clarke on Holy Saturday night and told him that Galway 
would not fight, that they were only a mob’.46

Was there more to Kenny’s apparent loss of power within the Irish Volunteer 
movement in Galway than his self-imposed exclusion from its officer corps, 
his strained personal relations with Mellows and Callanan,47 his belief that the 
would-be rebels were not an effective fighting force, his commitment to preserving 
western separatist nationalism’s agrarian slant, and his desire to put GAA interests 
before those of the Irish Volunteers? Informing all of these considerations to 
some degree was Kenny’s failure to make a smooth transition to the new type 
of paramilitary separatist nationalist movement that the Irish Volunteers, under 
Mellows’ inspirational leadership, were creating in east and south Galway. 
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This new movement, built heavily around military drilling and field exercises in public 
places and in broad daylight, centred on the creation of disciplined bodies of armed 
men capable of taking the field against RIC men and regular soldiers. It drew much 
of its energy from the progressive paramilitarisation of Irish society that the Ulster 
Volunteers had initiated in 1912 and that soon became pervasive in the nationalist 
south.48 The post-split Irish Volunteers’ mode of organising their paramiltarised 
separatist movement marked a fundamental break from the organisational model 
of the underground secret society, with its more local orientation and its tactical 
repertoire of mostly personalised intimidation, so closely associated with Kenny. Most 
significantly, while the secret societies’ activities were heavily agrarian in character, 
the Irish Volunteers under Mellows came to focus exclusively on establishing a 
paramilitary force whose single immediate and overriding military and political 
purpose was to contribute to ridding Ireland of British rule.

Of course, as Fergus Campbell rightly emphasises, agrarian issues were still 
very much alive in east Galway and land hunger may very likely have inspired 
the participation of some individual Irish Volunteers in the Rising.49 As far as 
Mellows was concerned, however, agrarian issues were - in a clear departure from 
Kenny’s earlier arrangement with the IRB - to have no recognised place in the 
Irish Volunteers’ activities in Galway.50 The question of agrarian change, whether 
radical or otherwise, would have to await another day. 

Figure 4.2 Craughwell County Senior Hurling Champions 1915.  
Front Row: (Left to Right) Michael Callanan and Dick Morrissey. Middle Row (Left to Right) Martin Rooney, 
Jack Maloney, John Rooney, Tom Kenny, Pat Rooney, Tom Callanan, Tom Morrissey, Mattie McEvoy.  
Back Row: (Left to Right) Mattie Kelly, John Fahy, Paddy Hynes, Martin Newell, Gill Morrissey, Paddy Joe 
Morrissey, Tom Shaughnessy, Gerry Deely and Matt Nester.  
Source: Courtesy of Brian Quinn. 
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What in effect was happening was that the Irish Volunteer movement in east 
Galway, under Mellows’ dynamic leadership, was absorbing the radical agrarian 
secret society tendency so closely associated with Kenny while simultaneously 
transcending it as it emerged out of the underground into the public sphere as 
a different type of separatist movement. This movement was organised on a 
larger spatial scale than the local secret societies, and generated a different form 
of solidarity in its paramilitary organisation (with officers and men arranged in 
a brigade, battalions and companies), and in its exclusive focus on military and 
political (as against agrarian) struggle. The strong clerical presence it attracted 
in Galway was another telling indication of just how much the Irish Volunteer 
movement was in practice transcending the old-style local agrarian secret societies 

which historically were so objectionable to the Catholic clergy.51

Easter 1916 and Easter Week

On 4 February 1966, Oliver Snoddy (Pádraig Ó Snodaigh), in a talk he gave at 
University College Galway on the subject of the Galway Rising, claimed - as Martin 
Newell who was in the audience recounted it - that Tom Kenny ‘played no part 
in the Rising’. In a letter to the Connacht Tribune very much refuting this claim, 
Newell maintained that Kenny did indeed play a ‘prominent part’ once the Rising 
began in Galway. As he recalled, Kenny was 

one of the first men I saw in the Agricultural College near Athenry on the 
Wednesday morning of Easter Week. During our stay in Moyode he was in 
and out of the place frequently on Volunteer duty.52

Other veteran rebels, however, have disclosed that Kenny was strongly opposed to 
military action on the eve of the Rising and favoured a swift disbandment later in 
Easter Week when the rebels were camped at Moyode Castle. On Easter Sunday, 23 
April 1916, the date originally fixed for the Rising to begin, Kenny was in Dublin 
attending the GAA’s annual convention as president of the Connacht Council.53 
Liam Ó Bríain, recalling a lengthy conversation he had with Eoin MacNeill in Dublin 
on Easter Monday morning, tells how Kenny’s strong opposition to the timing of 
the Rising had even attracted some notice in Dublin. In this conversation, as Ó 
Bríain remembered it in 1947, MacNeill was anxious to justify his countermanding 
order, cancelling the Irish Volunteer ‘manoeuvres’ arranged for Easter Sunday, 
by stressing how convinced he was ‘of the weakness, unarmed condition and 
rudimentary training of the Volunteers throughout most parts of the country’, 
and how, therefore, his paramount aim was ‘to save the almost unarmed Volunteer 
companies throughout the country from massacre’.54
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Ó Bríain then paraphrased MacNeill as saying

that “he believed”, or “had heard” (or some such phrase, I cannot now 
remember which one he used) that on the previous day [Easter Sunday] 
“they” (the IRB leaders) had been in consultation with men from the country 
up in town for the GAA convention: that these men had all confirmed their 
weakness in arms and ammunition and that they (the leaders) had been 
most impressed when they found that even the redoubtable Tom Kenny of 
Craughwell Co. Galway had said that the country was utterly unprepared 
and that it would be madness to go into action. He believed that when they 
heard that from an out-and-outer like Kenny, they had finally been convinced 
that he, McNeill, was right and that they had, he was convinced, abandoned 
their desperate enterprise. As he was saying these words shots must have been 
already going off at the GPO and other places throughout the city.55

By no means was Kenny alone in regarding the Irish Volunteers in Galway as so 
poorly armed as to be entirely ill-prepared for any sustained fighting with regular 
troops. Patrick Callanan recalls a conversation he had after the Rising with Dick 
Murphy (County Head Centre of the IRB in the pre-Rising years) in which the 
latter claimed to have made it plain to Patrick Pearse in Athenry, ‘a few months’ 
before the Rising, how disadvantaged the Galway Volunteers were as a fighting 
force. On being asked by Pearse whether the Galway Volunteers ‘could hold a line 
on the river Suck near Ballinasloe’, Murphy felt obliged to say that 

they could not hold a position on the Suck for any length of time owing to the 
poor equipment and armament they had, and that the only chance they had 
was to attack the local RIC barracks. Murphy also told me that Pearse seemed 
very disappointed, and that both Lardner and he assured Pearse they would 
be in the fight whenever it took place, and do the best they could.56

Upon returning to Galway, it was not to the top Irish Volunteer leadership that 
Kenny reported, though ‘he was well-known to all officers in Galway’.57 The 
Rockfield Company of which he was a member had mobilised on Easter Monday 
and it was to its captain, Gilbert Morrissey, and to other company members that 
Kenny relayed his knowledge of developments in Dublin. Gilbert Morrissey has 
this to say of this meeting:

Thomas Kenny, our Galway Centre for the IRB, came from Dublin late on 
Easter Monday night and visited us at our place of mobilisation and told 
us that the rebellion was called off in Dublin and that he was speaking to 
Thomas Clarke and Seán MacDermott and others. He was a member of my 
company and, I believe, represented Connacht as Centre for the IRB. He also 
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told us that a certain section of Dublin men would strike. I asked him if he 
was in favour of a rising and he said he was against it; that he believed the 
time was not ripe.58

Of course, none of this dissuaded Morrissey and the Rockfield company (including 
Kenny himself) from joining the Rising after Morrissey received a dispatch from 
Mellows ‘about 5.30 am [on Easter Tuesday morning] that they were fighting in 
Dublin and to mobilise’.59 Morrissey also declares, in his witness statement of 1953, 
that ‘This man, Kenny, took a small part in the rebellion …’.60

Once the Rising began in Galway, according to Martin Dolan, ’… all differences 
were forgotten … it was sink or swim together; harmony prevailed’.61 The 
veteran witness statements, however, provide us with glimpses of more complex 
behind-the-scenes realities. Frank Hynes, captain of the Athenry Company, does 
not comment on the extent of Kenny’s involvement in the Rising but he does 
characterise his actions (while not mentioning him by name) as at least bordering 
on the obstructive. This is what Hynes had to say in 1950:

Several rumours reached us [while at Moyode Castle] of soldiers marching 
on us. We will give the bearers of those false rumours the charity of our 
silence, but one in particular who was responsible for most of them was a 
very prominent republican and a member of the IRB up to Easter Week. This 
man did his best to get us to give up and go home and have sense. He brought 
one particular rumour that five or six hundred soldiers were marching on us 
from Ballinasloe. We called a meeting and I’m afraid that one or two of our 
officers were anxious to take him seriously and take his advice to go home. 
Liam [Mellows] got disgusted and said he would not disband the men. He 
handed over command to Larry [Lardner], but Larry would not disband 
them. Liam after about an hour took over again and called for volunteers 
to go out the roads to see if there were any soldiers. There was no shortage of 
volunteers and every motor we had was sent out. We remained on the alert 
until morning and the scouts came back with nothing to report.62

To understand Kenny’s desire for a speedy dispersion, with the Rising in Galway 
stalled at Moyode Castle, we need to be aware of Mellows’ repeated assertion that 
he was ready to fight to the finish.63 Such a stance, to Kenny’s pragmatic way of 
thinking and bearing in mind how poorly armed the Galway rebels were, had to be 
deemed irresponsible in the extreme. Of clear relevance as well is that, while Kenny 
was a mature (and recently married) man of 38 years in April 1916, Mellows was 
single and not quite 24 years old at the time of the rebellion. ‘“How old are you”, 
asked Kenny. “Twenty-four,” Mellows replied, giving himself the benefit of three 
weeks. The blacksmith shook his head wisely. “Very young indeed! Very young, 
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entirely!”’64 Of course, it was not just Mellows who would die; Kenny’s big fear 
was that the price of their young leader’s inexperience and lack of ‘sense’ would be 
dearly paid for in young rebel blood. It was far better, as Kenny responsibly saw it, to 
live to fight again than to risk the rebel army being needlessly and catastrophically 
wiped out.

On Friday evening, after Volunteer scouts reported ‘that 900 soldiers were in 
Attymon and were marching on Moyode’,65 the question of dispersion arose once 
more. The Volunteer leaders decided in response to this report to abandon their 
Moyode Castle camp and to retreat southwards.

Did Kenny’s sceptical attitude to the Rising in Galway stem partly from a frustrated 
desire to give the western insurrection an agrarian dimension? Fergus Campbell, 
who has considered the Rising’s agrarian aspect in greatest depth, points to how 
pervasive land hunger was in east Galway at the time of the Rising and how 
committed Kenny was to putting the western uprising onto an agrarian path. 
‘Kenny’, he writes,

tried to push Mellows in a more radical direction by proposing that the rebels 
seize cattle and land as well as attacking the police and army. The conflict 
came to a head at Moyode Castle on Thursday when the two men discussed 
the future direction of the insurrection. In the event, Mellows rejected Kenny’s 
suggestion that the rebels should seize land and attack the bourgeois members 
of the Home Rule movement in the locality. … The Galway Rising, despite 
Kenny’s best efforts, remained on a straightforward nationalist footing.66

Desmond Greaves also considers Kenny’s attempt to steer the Rising in an agrarian 
direction. This is what he has to say:

Now that the Rising was entering its downward path, social issues previously 
submerged came to the surface. Kenny had commandeered three bullocks 
from a small grazier, Mellows and Neilan made him give them back. Now 
he objected to returning to a landlord three others that were no longer 
needed. The retreat was made through the front gate of Moyode, and along 
the boreen that runs through Ballywinna in the direction of Derryhale. This 
road comes within half a mile of Craughwell where the larger merchants who 
were members of Redmond’s party had shut themselves up with the RIC in 
the barracks. Kenny strongly objected to the detour round Craughwell. He 
wanted to attack the barracks and wreak vengeance on the enemies of the 
people. Mellows refused to agree, saying, “Our only enemy is England. These 
are Irishmen whose policy differs from ours, and are not our enemies”. After 
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that Kenny was seen no more. He was not a deliberately destructive character, 

but of the type whose egotism is expressed in bursts of ultra-leftism.67

Both Greaves’ and Campbell’s accounts agree that Mellows was adamant 

that agrarian and military considerations be kept strictly separate while the 

insurrection was in progress, and that he had sufficient power - if we leave aside 

the brief transfer of his command to Lardner at Moyode Castle - to overrule 

Kenny in this matter. It also appears that Kenny, in his opposition to Mellows 

at Moyode Castle, was acting alone without the backing of a discernible faction. 

That the rebels, on decamping, refrained from setting the big houses at Moyode 

and Limepark ablaze further confirms how effectively Mellows’ decoupling 

policy had trumped the possibility of the Rising in Galway evolving into an 

agrarian revolt.68

Aftermath

As the RIC mistakenly believed him to be one of the ringleaders,69 and as it 

was assumed that the police had no intention of taking him alive,70 Kenny saw 

himself as having no choice but to become a fugitive once the Rising fizzled out in 

Galway. Hiding for three months in a ‘dug-out which he scooped out himself in 

the hills about five miles from Craughwell’, he narrowly escaped detection more 

than once. 71 In their eagerness to discover his whereabouts the RIC raided his 

home in Craughwell ‘at various hours of the day and night’, smashed furniture and 

threatened his pregnant wife at gunpoint. ‘”We will dig him out”, May Kenny was 

told on one occasion, “and shoot him like a dog”’.72 Eventually, a heavily bearded 

Kenny succeeded in making it to Dublin and thence (with IRB help) to Liverpool 

where he boarded the Hydaspes to work his way as a fireman across the Atlantic to 

America,73 arriving eventually in New York in late 1916.

Speaking for himself and Liam Mellows, each of whom had by then also found 

political refuge in America, Patrick Callanan relates how news of Tom Kenny’s 

imminent arrival in America

… caused us a considerable amount of annoyance. Mellows was worried 

because, owning to his attitude towards the Volunteers for the Rising, he 

believed that Kenny would create trouble. Knowing that Kenny was going 

on to Boston, Mellows asked me to go to Boston to Gene Curran, Senior 

Guardian of the Clan na Gael in Boston, and to counteract any statements 

that Kenny might make.74
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Shortly after he reached New York Kenny seemingly approached Mellows in person

and asked him to introduce him to Devoy. Mellows refused to do so, saying 
that he [Kenny] had taken no part in the Rising. Kenny then went to the office 
of the Gaelic American and introduced himself to Devoy, who told him that 
he had never heard of him, and refused to have any dealings with him.75

What conceivably might Mellows 
have meant by saying that Kenny 
had not participated in the 
Rising? Clearly the Craughwell 
blacksmith had joined the Rising 
with his Rockfield company 
comrades, had gone on the run, 
and (with his family) had suffered 
much for his involvement in the 
insurrection. Yet, Kenny’s actions 
at Moyode Castle, as Mellows, 
Callanan and Hynes saw matters, 
had not just challenged Mellows’ 
authority but threatened that 
sense of rebel unity of purpose 
and solidarity upon which they 
believed the rebellion itself 
crucially depended.76 By late 
1916, Mellows and Callanan 
appear to have also come to 
the view that the Rising in Galway, far from being anything like an out-and-out 
military failure, had thrown down the gauntlet to British rule in the west of Ireland 
and had made its contribution to the rebellion more generally.77 Whatever hopes 
Kenny cherished of winning wide acceptance for his view that Mellows’ inept 
leadership had prevented the rebellion in Galway realising its potential depended 
on convincing others of the validity of his analysis. And here, evidently excluded 
from separatist nationalism’s inner circles in North America, Kenny found himself 
in late 1916 and in 1917 without the power to fix how Mellows’ part in the Rising 
in Galway was to be understood and remembered.78

Once in Boston, Kenny ‘spoke at a few meetings’; at one meeting in ‘Walton’ 
[Waltham], according to Callanan, Kenny said 

that he was the only person alive who knew what happened in Dublin as 
he had a long talk with Tom Clarke the night before the Rising. I was told 

Figure 4.3 Tom Kenny in later life.
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later by Mellows and Éamon Corbett that Kenny called on Tom Clarke on 
Holy Saturday night and told him that Galway would not fight, that they 
were only a mob. Clarke replied that whatever Galway would do, Dublin was 
going to fight.79

Callanan further stated that Clan na Gael in Boston (as in New York) sided with him 
and Mellows in their dispute with Kenny. Apparently at another Waltham meeting

about January, 1917, addressed by Gene Curran, Senior Guardian of the 
Clan na Gael in Boston, Curran refused to allow Kenny into the meeting on 
the grounds that he was not a member of Clan na Gael and that he had not 
taken part in the Rising.80

Sensing the influence of Mellows behind this exclusion, Kenny, according to 
Callanan’s account, ‘continued his campaign to ridicule Mellows’, saying that he 
had ‘refused to attack the RIC barracks in Craughwell and stayed in Moyode Castle 
and did nothing’.81

Callanan then claims to have received 

several letters from Kenny in which he abused Mellows. I sent the letters to 
Mellows. In one of them he wrote: “Fairheaded Bill you are good for nothing 
only drinking tea over at Walsh’s of Killeeneen, and going up to Pádraig 
Fahy’s, Ballycalahan”. Mellows told me afterwards that he mislaid the letters 
and never located them.82

Sometime around August 1917, an attempt in Boston to get Kenny to settle his 
differences with Mellows and Callanan proved fruitless. It was about this time that 
‘the Clan intervened and set up a committee in New York to investigate the trouble’. 
After the committee met and ‘heard short statements’ from Mellows, Kenny and 
Callanan, it decided it was 

not the proper party to investigate things that happened in Ireland. They 
requested us while in America to be friends and to show a united front. This 
we did, and matters eased greatly. Kenny dropped out and took no further 
part. He then became associated with the Socialist Party.83

According to another source Kenny ‘renewed his old friendship with Jim Larkin’ 
while in Boston and ‘was made an honorary member of the Connolly Club in 
Boston’.84 Having thrown in his lot with the socialists, Kenny’s descent from being a 
central figure in separatist nationalist politics in Galway continued on his return to 
Ireland after the Treaty. He remained active in socialist republican politics, however, 
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participating in County Galway’s Bullaun-centred anti-annuities campaign of 
the late 1920s,85 becoming a founder and one of the ‘principal organisers’ of the 
Irish Section of the European Peasants’ Committee in 1930, and serving as an 
executive member of the short-lived Saor Éire in 1931.86 A telling indication of 
Kenny’s persisting political disaffection was his principled refusal to apply for a 
military pension.87

Once back again in Ireland Kenny quickly became a leading figure in the Galway 
GAA. He was chairman of the County Board, and trained the team when Galway 
won the senior hurling championship in 1923 (the final was actually played in 
1924).88 And when he died in 1947, it was the GAA that moved to memorialise 
his life by renaming the Park in Athenry the Kenny Memorial Park in his honour. 
Three years after his death, Michael Donnellan, parliamentary secretary to the 
Minister for Finance and chairman of the Kenny Memorial Committee, could 
say in an after-match speech in Ballinasloe how ‘he had always admired the high 
Gaelic ideals of Tom Kenny’ and how ‘Tom Kenny’s ideals were an inspiration to the 

people of his time, when Gaelic games and the Gaelic revival were not popular’.89

Conclusions

Not only does Tom Kenny’s experience complicate the narrative by pointing to 
the range of differences between those who rebelled in Galway in 1916, but his 
experience underlines how the insurrection in the west (as elsewhere) produced 
losers as well as winners among the rebels. That Kenny can be numbered among 
the losers is all the more remarkable as the chances are that the Rising in Galway 
would not have happened – at least when and where it did – were it not for his 
early pivotal agrarian and political activism. 

For all that, Kenny emerges from the Rising in Galway as a deeply paradoxical 
figure. Here was a man who, perhaps more than anyone, had cleared the way for 
the Rising in east Galway, yet who opposed it taking place in April 1916 and did all 
he could to have it called off when the rebels were camped at Moyode Castle. As the 
Rising progressed in Galway, Kenny, the renowned physical force ‘out-and-outer’, 
stands forth as the leading voice of common sense who counselled an immediate 
dispersion so as to prevent a very possible massacre of the rebel army. Viewed 
by the police as one of the ringleaders, Mellows could judge him in late 1916 as 
having played no part at all in the rebellion. Having opposed the timing of the 
Rising initially and having tried to bring it to a speedy halt during Easter Week, we 
find Kenny in America arguing that more could have been achieved in the western 
uprising had Mellows been capable of leading the rebels more effectively.
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The Rising can be viewed as marking a major step in both Kenny’s continuing loss 
of power over others and his power to shape the course of events in the sphere 
of separatist nationalist politics in Galway. We have seen how the once-powerful 
Craughwell blacksmith found himself seeking in vain to stop the Rising going 
ahead over the Easter weekend, to have it called off as Easter week wore on, to give 
it an agrarian edge, and subsequently to win acceptance in separatist nationalist 
circles in North America for his view that Mellows’ leadership was primarily to 
blame for the western Rising not having achieved more.

Kenny’s loss of power before, during and after the Rising can be seen as having 
its immediate origins in events occurring in the year leading up to Easter 1916. 
That there was inter-personal conflict between Mellows and himself is undeniable, 
but the crucial underlying reason for Kenny’s loss of power was the rapid and 
apparently comprehensive triumph - under Mellows’ potent leadership - of 
the Irish Volunteers’ new paramilitarised separatist movement. Kenny’s earlier 
organisational model of the secret society linked to the IRB and to Sinn Féin, with 
its smaller spatial scale, radical agrarian concerns, and different form of solidarity 
found itself being at once absorbed and transcended in the space of a single 
year.90 To the extent that Kenny had been active early on in organising the Irish 
Volunteers in Galway, he can even be said to have been an unwitting accomplice in 
his own marginalisation.

Of course, the suppression of agrarian concerns that Mellows achieved before and 
during the Galway Rising was not to endure. Western separatist nationalists were 
soon prominently taking up agrarian issues again. The Sinn Féin movement was 
to spearhead a large-scale tillage land agitation in some Connacht counties early 
in 1918. And an even more widespread land-centred agitation, in which some Sinn 
Féin members were active, was to sweep through much of the western countryside 
in the spring and early summer months of 1920. The most astonishing instance 
of agrarianism’s resurgence in the context of our discussion here is found in the 
person of the imprisoned Mellows who, early in the Civil War and just months 
before his execution on 8 December 1922, became an apparent convert to Kenny’s 
view (and that of other Irish nationalists and socialists) that mobilisation around 
land - or at least the seizure and redistribution of ‘estates and ranches in the hands 
of those who stood for the British connexion’ in Mellows’ case91 - had to be accepted 

as having a legitimate part to play in the struggle to save the betrayed Republic.
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The forgotten voices of Killeeneen Cumann na mBan

Leona Armstrong

The start of the twentieth century in Ireland was characterised by an air of 
change and political movements and this sense of change was clearly felt 
not just in Ireland but throughout Europe. It was a time of rapid growth, 

both socially and economically. This was not only the case for the wealthy or male 
dominants in society but would, in turn, be equally influential and affective on 
women. Changes in Ireland could be felt within three movements that seemed 
to sweep across the country during this period. These movements, according to 
Countess Markievicz, published in the Irish Citizen (1913), were the nationalist 
movement, the women’s movement and the labour movement,1 in which the 
people of Ireland were ‘all fighting the same fight for the extension of human 
liberty’.2 Cumann na mBan was a unique nationalist organisation of the time that 
consisted entirely of women when, in Europe, nationalism in women’s groups was 
nearly non-existent.3 Cumann na mBan played a considerable role in the process 
of Irish revolution and contributed greatly to the Irish national cause of freedom 
and liberty. 

Within the historiography of revolution, Cumann na mBan resides noticeably 
in the ‘under-researched’ due to the fact that the organisation did not lead the 
rebellion in a political or military way. In a sense, it has become part of a historical 
amnesia in which its actions and influences have entirely been forgotten.4 Men’s 
heroism and bravery have become the dominant features that have been studied 
in great depth in terms of the 1916 Rising. However, one must not let women’s 
history be subsumed by that of their male counterparts as women, too, held vital 
positions in the Rising. Their involvement has largely been relegated to anonymity 
in Irish society and has somewhat turned into a taboo on which no one dwells, 
and the importance of the role the women of Cumann na mBan played is generally 
not recognised.5 

The first issue of the Cumann na mBan Manifesto presented that there were forty 
branches established throughout the country, including branches in London and 
Glasgow.6 The 1915 Cumann na mBan convention in Dublin saw the organisation 
become more overtly militant and move closer to the ideals of the Irish Volunteers. 
This manifested itself in a military-style uniform being adopted which consisted 
of a coat, hat and skirt of Volunteer tweed, plus a haversack and first aid kit.7 
Throughout the country branches were formed and the instructions to members 
began to include drilling and signalling as well as first aid classes, fundraising for 
the Volunteers, assisting in the obtaining of arms and, in some cases, weapons 
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training. The area of Killeeneen was no different and the county of Galway was 
to play a hugely pivotal role in the Easter Rising and also in national Cumann na 
mBan affairs. 

Cumann na mBan was not regarded to be very important or esteemed by the 
RIC authorities in Ireland and, therefore, was only infrequently mentioned in 
their reports throughout the period from its establishment until the Rising itself.8 
However, this was to change due to the critical role Cumann na mBan played during 
the rebellion week. For the majority of the Volunteer groups and for Cumann na 
mBan confusion was prevalent coming up to the Rising, leading to mobilising, 
demobilising and then mobilising during the first few days of the revolt. Despite 
the cancelling of all Volunteer and republican activity by Eoin MacNeill in the 
Sunday Independent on Easter Sunday, the proclamation was printed in Liberty 
Hall and the decision made that night to go ahead with plans of an insurrection 
on Easter Monday.9 Members of Cumann na mBan, such as Elizabeth O’Farrell, 
Maria Perolz, Julia Grennan, Maeve Cavanagh and Nancy Wyse Power, were called 
to Liberty Hall at 2 am to commence the mission of delivering the new dispatches 
throughout the country. Elizabeth O’Farrell was dispatched to county Galway 
where she would travel to Galway city, Spiddal and Athenry.10

The original plan for Cumann na mBan and women within the Irish Citizen Army 
during the Rising was that they would be confined to the areas of first aid, cooking 
and carrying dispatches, to not risk the injuring or death of women in a warfare 
that was believed to be the prerogative of men. However, in Dublin, Galway and 
Wexford Cumann na mBan members played a significant part in the military 
hostilities that came with the Rising.11 But, in every other way, Cumann na mBan 
activities in Galway during Easter Week mirrored those of their counterparts across 
the country. The women played a momentous role in the fight for Irish freedom 
and, therefore, deserve as much recognition and gratitude as their male colleagues. 

The branch of Cumann na mBan examined for this chapter is the Killeeneen/
Clarinbridge branch. This Cumann na mBan branch is regarded as the Killeeneen 
branch in most documents but in some documents it is regarded as the Clarinbridge 
branch because Killeeneen is in the parish of Clarinbridge. Hereafter it will be 
called the Killeeneen branch. 

The Killeeneen branch of Cumann na mBan was established in 1915 in line with 
the organisation’s overall objectives, and from the onset the women began to learn 
field signalling, first aid, training in the secreting and distribution of dispatches, 
and route marches as well as creating badges and uniforms, and obtaining funds 
for the Volunteers while also acquiring arms and keeping them hidden in secure 
locations.12 By Easter 1916, the Killeeneen branch of Cumann na mBan had eight 
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official members, although two more 
women, Mary Greaney and Delia Hynes, 
who were not members of Cumann na 
mBan, got involved in the events of that 
week as well. Another woman, Margaret 
Grealy of the Maree Cumann na mBan 
branch, was also included in Kate 
Armstrong’s certification list of those 
from Killeeneen who mobilised during 
Easter week. Therefore, the strength of 
the Killeeneen branch was that of eleven. 
The Athenry branch also counted eleven, 
Craughwell ten and Derrydonnell twelve; 
these were relatively high numbers in 
such small regions.13 Kate Armstrong 
was the commanding officer/branch 
president of the Killeeneen branch of 
Cumann na mBan from its establishment 
in 1915. Mary Rabbitt held the position of 
adjutant or secretary and Julia Roche held 

the position of treasurer, both from 1915. Among the women in Cumann na mBan 
the majority joined the organisation in 1915; however, Bridie Lane had joined in 
1914 and Bridget Malone had joined in 1913.

These women played a substantial role in the events preceding the Rising, the 
Rising itself and the aftermath of the Rising. Prior to the Rising, the women of the 
Killeeneen branch had some information that there was to be a Rising on Easter 
Sunday so some of the members played a crucial role in the preparations. The 
district of South Galway around Killeeneen was an area steeped in revolutionary 
and republican spirit against the tyranny of the British authorities. There was a 
number of prominent republican families in the area, including the Walsh family 
who were of a particular importance in Cumann na mBan. 

The Walsh family lived in Killeeneen and consisted of Hubert, a native of Rosmuc, 
Connemara, who had an ‘abiding love of the Irish language, the Irish cultural 
heritage and native traditions’, his wife Mary Kate (nee Mulcahy) from Tipperary, 
their son Paddy and three daughters, Bridget, Margaret (Gretta) and Teresa (Tess).15 
The family was highly educated, with strong nationalist connections both locally 
and nationally. Hubert, a strong republican and preserver of all things related to the 
Irish language and culture, was the principal of Killeeneen National School where 
he taught these ideals to the already strongly republican community. He made the 
school available for republican meetings and allowed weapons to be hidden in the 

Figure 5.1 Kate Armstrong (nee Glynn) and 
Michael Armstrong’s wedding, February 1921.14
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school attic, ready for use whenever the Rising was called. Hubert died prior to the 
Rising and his wife succeeded him, teaching his ideals for the next few years. All 
three of their daughters were members of the local branch of Cumann na mBan 
and would have crucial parts to play within the organisation. 

Bridget Malone (nee Walsh) was the eldest of the Walsh children. Before the 
Rising Bridget did not reside in Killeeneen as she was a national school teacher 
in Newtown, near Drombane, Co. Tipperary.17 According to Bridget’s witness 
statement of 1951,18 she joined Cumann na mBan in 1913 and became an active 
member throughout the pre-Rising and post-Rising period. Before the Rising, Fr 
Feeney sent for Bridget in Tipperary to tell her the news that there was to be a 
Rising on Easter Sunday and that he wanted her to help with the preparations; she 
agreed to help the cause.19 On Wednesday of Easter week, Fr Feeney sent Bridget’s 
sister Margaret (better known as Gretta) to meet Bridget in Limerick with ten 
pounds for Bridget to buy some first aid supplies for the planned Rising. With 
this money Bridget bought supplies such as bandages, iodine and other first aid 
supplies; to ease the suspicion of the pharmacist she claimed she worked for an 
elderly woman who wanted to donate the supplies to the Red Cross in France.20 
After obtaining enough first aid supplies she returned to Killeeneen to assist further 
with the preparations. On Holy Thursday, Fr Feeney again requested the help of 
Bridget and asked her to deliver a dispatch from Mellows to the commanding 
leaders of the Rising in Dublin. She boarded the train at Craughwell station where 
Tom Kenny, ‘the local blacksmith who was favourable to the Citizen Army’, met 
Bridget and asked her to take a written message to Thomas Clarke and another 
to either Sean MacDiarmada or James Connolly.21 Bridget was accompanied on 
this trip by Julia Morrissey from the Athenry branch of Cumann na mBan; it was 
easier for women to get passed British authorities as they were regarded lowly in 
relation to republican activity. Bridget called to Thomas Clarke’s shop in Parnell 
Street first. She had never met Thomas but had heard a considerable amount 
about him. Thomas Clarke took both messages sent by Tom Kenny and then 
Bridget and Julia Morrissey travelled from Thomas Clarke’s shop to No. 2 Dawson 
Street where Bridget was brought into Micheal O’Hanrahan’s house for some 
questioning by various people, among them Larry Lardner (Commanding Officer 
of the Athenry branch of the Volunteers).22 Subsequently, Michael O’Hanrahan 
gave her a parcel which was ‘not very large, as I could carry it under my arm’; she 
thought that the parcel contained a revolver and some ammunition but, later on 
in the same witness statement she believed it was a uniform for Liam Mellows.23 
While in Dublin, Bridget heard rumours of the Rising being called off but she was 
still told to bring some items back to Galway with her in a dress basket to make it 
look as though she had been on holidays in Dublin and would not be stopped or 
questioned. Bridget returned to Galway on the evening train that same day and 
was met at the station and brought back home by Eamonn Corbett (brother of 
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Cumann na mBan member Mary Rabbitt (nee Corbett); the Corbetts were another 
significant republican family in the area, with four brothers being involved with 
the Volunteers in the Clarinbridge Company and Eamonn being the Company 
Captain.24 During this week Bridget’s sister Gretta also did some preparation work 
as she carried dispatches for Mellows, two to Galway city and one to Ballinasloe.

On Good Friday, Bridget went with Eamonn Corbett to Crusheen to see a railway 
porter she thought was called Con Fogarty.25 He and Eamonn had a long discussion, 
but Bridget was not told what it was about. She believed that she was picked for 
the journey because she was not well-known in that area and not at all known by 
the police.26 Eamonn and Bridget delivered a number of dispatches in Crusheen 
and returned home that evening when all the members of Cumann na mBan and 
the Clarinbridge Company were informed of the plans for the impending Rising 
that was to take place on Easter Sunday; they were given orders for mobilisation. 
On Holy Saturday Bridget travelled to Ballinasloe with more dispatches and on 
that night Mellows arrived at her mother’s house in Killeeneen in which no one 
except a few knew he was staying to ensure his safety.27 Mary Rabbitt had waited 
up all night on both Good Friday and Holy Saturday for the arrival of Mellows as 
he was supposed to be staying at her home in Killeeneen.28 Mellows decided to stay 
at the Walsh’s homestead instead as it was already established as the headquarters 
of Cumann na mBan in the area. On Holy Saturday, Gretta Walsh travelled to 
Limerick to obtain more bandages and other first aid supplies. 

On Easter Sunday, Cumann na mBan and the local branch of Volunteers mobilised 
after mass in Roveagh but soon after mobilising demobilised when they heard 
news from Dublin that the Rising had been called off.29 Members of both the 
Volunteers and Cumann na mBan returned to the local headquarters at Walsh’s 
home in Killeeneen. There the women made breakfast, lunch and dinner for the 
large number of Volunteers that had gathered at the house under the command of 
Mellows30 while also beginning their dispatch work in preparation for the perceived 
intention to remobilise the next evening. Not all members of Cumann na mBan 
had been made aware of any orders; on both Easter Sunday and Monday Bridie 
Lane awaited instruction to no avail.31 Cumann na mBan members spent Easter 
Monday collecting and cooking food for the Volunteers until they heard about their 
mobilising orders at about six o’clock in the evening. The Clarinbridge Company, 
along with Cumann na mBan, Liam Mellows, Eamonn Corbett and Mattie Neilan, 
assembled that night in the old school in Killeeneen and decided that they would 
mobilise the following morning and head towards the Clarinbridge RIC barracks; 
the majority at that meeting remained in the Walsh home overnight.32 The 
Clarinbridge Volunteers, Mary Rabbitt and Gretta Walsh of Killeeneen Cumann 
na mBan and Margaret Grealy of Maree Cumann na mBan left for Clarinbridge 
barracks on Tuesday morning, taking the arms that had been concealed in the 
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attic of the school for the past few weeks.33 Mary Rabbitt first went to the outpost 
near Clarinbridge to bring food to the Volunteers and then the Commander of 
that outpost at Comyn’s sent her with a dispatch for Mellows to Clarinbridge.34 
According to Bridget Malone’s recollections, the Volunteers ‘had only pitchforks 
and a few shotguns and very few of them - I think only Eamonn Corbett and Liam 
[Mellows] had uniforms’.35 The remaining six members of Killeeneen Cumann na 
mBan wanted to go to Clarinbridge too, but Mellows instructed them to remain in 
Killeeneen, collecting, cooking and bringing food to those who were on outpost-
duty, while also continuing to carry and deliver dispatches, which, according to 
Julia Roche, ‘were coming in constantly’.36 While in Killeeneen, they also collected 
bandages and other first aid supplies that they had sourced prior to the Rising and 
brought those to Killeeneen schoolhouse, where they awaited further instructions. 

On Tuesday morning, Bridie Lane was not in Killeeneen as she had been instructed 
to count the number of police at Kilcolgan barracks and then proceed to 
Clarinbridge to join up with the other two members of Cumann na mBan as well 
as the Clarinbridge Company.37 She counted five RIC police officers in the barracks 
and she continued onto Clarinbridge with fresh clothes for some of the Volunteers 
who had passed through the wet grass in the wood.38 While in Clarinbridge, the 
women prepared food and did the usual preparations for the Rising and remained 
there until the evening when they moved by lorry to Oranmore where the barracks 
were to be attacked. Bridie Lane and Margaret Grealy were called to be at the attacks 
on both the Clarinbridge and Oranmore barracks as they had been trained in first 
aid and nursing and were there ‘ready if there was anyone wounded there’.39 Two 
police officers were injured and taken prisoner by the Volunteers and the women 
attended to their wounds over the next few days. On Tuesday night, after a failed 
attack on Clarinbridge barracks and two failed attacks on Oranmore barracks, the 
Volunteers, along with four members of Cumann na mBan, travelled to Athenry 
Agricultural College where they remained overnight, the women attending to the 
men’s wounds and feeding them.40 In Athenry, there were not only the Clarinbridge, 
Oranmore and Maree companies but there were around five hundred men from 
different Volunteer companies of South Galway. Margaret Grealy attended to the 
two prisoner RIC men and also to the Volunteers who had been wounded and to a 
few Volunteers who were ‘mentally deranged’.41

On Wednesday the women and the Volunteers travelled with the crowd to Moyode 
where they would be based until Friday of that week. The remaining Cumann 
na mBan members in Killeeneen were instructed to walk nearly 10 kilometres 
(six miles) to the Volunteer camp in Moyode.42 The women brought with them 
a large supply of food as well as fresh clothes for the Volunteers. In both Athenry 
Agricultural College and later in Moyode, the members of Cumann na mBan were 
kept incredibly busy collecting, cooking and distributing food as well as carrying 
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dispatches along with the little ammunition and arms that had been gathered. 
Members of Cumann na mBan from all over Galway gathered in Moyode and 
rallied together to cater for the 500 to 600 Volunteers who were assembled there 
and carry dispatches around the locality.43 On Wednesday, some of the members of 
Cumann na mBan returned home for the night and reappeared the next morning; 
Delia O’Dea and Mary Greaney of Kilcolgan walked well over 20 kilometres 
(fourteen miles) to Moyode each day with food and clothing for their brothers.44 
The other members, including Mary Rabbitt, Kate Armstrong, Julia Roche, Bridie 
Lane and the three sisters Bridget, Gretta and Teresa Walsh, all from Killeeneen, 
stayed overnight in Moyode with the men.45 Margaret Grealy and one Volunteer 
were sent on a dispatch in a sidecar to get a priest from Loughrea Abbey. She was 
given a revolver and told to ‘use it if required’.46 On their way to Loughrea Abbey 
they came across a policeman lying in ambush in the nearby wood. However, the 
police did not fire at them and they continued on their journey to Loughrea Abbey 
where she delivered the dispatch to a priest who instructed her to go to Esker 
where she got another priest to go back with her to Moyode.47

Della Keane (daughter of Kate Armstrong) recollects her mother telling countless 
stories about the Cumann na mBan duties in 1916 and the aftermath of the Rising 
but one particular story stood out. During their stay in Moyode word came that 
the British knew of their location and were planning to attack the Volunteers. 
Fear began to grip a lot of the members of Cumann na mBan and one member 
turned to Kate and said, ‘Kate what are we going to do? We will all be killed’, to 
which Kate replied ‘There is a priest in the next room if there is anything troubling 
you’, referring to Fr Feeney who was indeed in the next room.48 The women then 
vacated space in the kitchen of Moyode to allow Fr Feeney to hear confessions 
from any women who feared for their life. At this point, women of Cumann na 
mBan expected the worst of this Rising and they feared the death of many young 
Irish men, who were brothers, cousins, fathers, neighbours or friends. Yet, most of 
these women kept their composure throughout and worked to their best ability to 
ensure that the men were catered for and able to keep up their strengths to continue 
the fight against the enemy. Some of these women were the sole representatives 
of their families in the Rising as they were sent out being considered to be less 
important than their male siblings who, in most circumstances, were needed to 
care for the family farm and family. 

The morale of the group seemed to be down by Wednesday night and there was 
a sense that this Rising would not be successful at all. Conditions were poor in 
Moyode, with a scarcity of food, very few cooking utensils and few fires, and the 
rebels grew hungry and cold.49 The work of Cumann na mBan and the Volunteers 
was hard, with little or no rest. However, the women of Cumann na mBan tried to 
keep morale up by Irish dancing and playing some music. Bridget Malone recalls 
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bringing ammunition from Athenry to Moyode on the Thursday of that week, 
being in grave danger of being caught by the British authorities. According to Fr 
Harry Feeney, ‘she was a leading light and to my mind is one of the unwritten 
heroines of the movement’.50

Most of the Killeeneen Cumann na mBan women stayed in Moyode until the 
remaining Volunteers left for Limepark late Friday evening. Some of the women, 
including Gretta Walsh and Margaret Grealy, went with the Volunteers to Limepark. 
Cumann na mBan at this point had largely been demobilised as their work was 
done and the Volunteers did not want to risk the injuring or death of any women. 
The majority of the women spent the night in Craughwell before returning to their 
homes in Killeeneen on Saturday morning, while some completed the journey to 
Killeeneen and stayed in the Walshes’ home.51 Their orders were to return home and 
begin preparing food for the Volunteers so that it would be ready for them on their 
return to Killeeneen.52 Under the command of Mellows, the women of Cumann 
na mBan were highly regarded. When news came of the surrender in Dublin these 
women voiced their opinions on the matter of whether they should continue their 
fight or surrender and await their destiny.53 The women were disheartened by the 
decision to demobilise them as they were willing to share the same fate as the men. 
While on their way home some women, such as Julia Roche, helped men who had 
disbanded earlier or who were rebels from other areas find shelter or a place to hide 
out for the next few days while the British authorities would be on high alert.54 They 
also collected more food supplies on the route home to Killeeneen. Bridie Lane was 
instructed to take a Volunteer (Matty Reany of the Weir, Kilcolgan) who had ‘lost his 
mind’ ‘to a neighbouring house’ and cater for him and ensure his safety. She travelled 
5 kilometres (three miles) with him and two other men to the house of J. Hynes 
where she remained until Monday, minding Matty; the other men left on either 
Saturday evening or Sunday evening.55 After this she returned to her home area, but, 
being too afraid to return to her house, she instead stayed in the locality with her 
brother (who was ‘on the run’) for three nights and in Killeely churchyard.56 Matty 
Reany had been sent home when she left but within a week he drowned himself.

The end of the Rising came when the Volunteers arrived in Limepark House 
where they were met with the news of the failure of the Rising in Dublin and the 
impending arrival of large British forces in the west of Ireland. Mellows convened 
a conference of twelve leading men who decided with a majority of six to five 
to end the Rising, much to Mellows’ dissatisfaction. After the men disbanded at 
Limepark, Bridget Walsh collected about twenty revolvers and some ammunition 
that had been hidden or discarded. She returned to Killeeneen with these arms 
and ammunition and hid them.57 On Sunday, some of the men had returned to 
Killeeneen to be welcomed by the food the women had prepared and the women 
helped as best they could to provide them with shelter and fresh clothes.
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The role of Cumann na mBan in the Rising was not completely finished yet as the 
women had many more things to assist with in this period of unrest. The majority 
of the leaders and men involved in the Rising went ‘on the run’ in the immediate 
aftermath of the Rising. The women of Cumann na mBan tried to ensure the safety 
of these men by hiding them, bringing them food, and helping men who were 
unfamiliar with the area to navigate across the countryside to safety.58 Julia Roche 
remembered helping a number of such men get to safety through the surrounding 
areas of Clarinbridge.59 The lives of these women were to change completely in the 
few weeks immediately after the Rising. 

Only one member of Cumann na mBan, Margaret Rose Grealy, a member of the 
Maree branch, had been arrested immediately after the surrender of the rebels.60 
Margaret was detained in Ardrahan Barracks for a night and a day before being 
transferred to Eglington police station in Galway city for a number of hours.61 
Margaret’s account of her involvement does not report any further activities with 
Cumann na mBan nor any other republican activity after her arrest.

During the subsequent week the RIC started to raid and ransack the homes of 
the members of Cumann na mBan. This became a common occurrence in their 
everyday lives as they were ‘raided over and over’. The RIC officers searched ‘every 
house in Killeeneen’ regardless of whether or not members of the household had 
been involved in the rising.62 However, the momentous events of 1916 strengthened 
the involvement of women in the cause of the republican movement and while 
these women were subjected to interrogation and harassment from the British 
forces, they were supporting the families of the men who were either in prison 
or on the run across the country. The surrender of the Volunteers on Saturday 
29 April 1916 brought with it the evacuation of hundreds of men either ‘on the 
run’ or arrested, imprisoned or deported. Many of the arrested were deported to 
prisons across England and Wales, in some cases leaving their families completely 
unprovided for. Within the short space of time between the surrender of the 
Volunteers and the renewal of the war for freedom this was seen as the perfect 
opportunity for Cumann na mBan to expand their organisation and gain more 
support for their cause.

During the aftermath of the Rising the majority of the members of Cumann 
na mBan continued to play their part in the organisation and carried out their 
duties accordingly. Most of the dispatches were delivered to Kate Armstrong 
and she distributed them to other members of Cumann na mBan.63 However, 
she did deliver two to three dispatches herself. The other members of Cumann 
na mBan, such as Mary Rabbitt, regularly hid and dispatched arms around the 
locality. There had been ‘arms dumps’ established and the arms would be moved 
from one to another; one such dump had been in the vicinity of Mary Rabbitt’s 
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home.64 Along with dispatches arriving at Kate Armstrong’s home, the Walsh 
family’s homestead also became a dispatch centre for the locality.65 The women 
usually delivered the dispatches on foot or by bike, their shortest journey being 
about 6.5 kilometres (four miles) and the longest about well over 25 kilometres 
(sixteen miles).66 According to the accounts of Kate Armstrong, there were not 
many ambushes in the local area immediately after the Rising and she never had 
to attend to the wounds of local men.67 This may be due to the fact that for the 
RIC officers, Killeeneen was an area of high alert where they regularly raided 
to keep rebellious behaviour to a minimum. Despite the lack of overt activity, 
the women still had an important role as many men who were on the run took 
shelter in the homes of Cumann na mBan. Here they were given food, shelter 
and clothes and safety from the RIC. The men frequently arrived at all hours 
of the day and night. Kate mentioned several occasions when men came to her 
home; one man from Tipperary even stayed a fortnight and on another occasion 
a political prisoner on the run stayed with her.68 Julia Roche helped hide Eamonn 
Corbett (Captain of Clarinbridge Company) and Ned Newall in her home until 
July or August of 1916.69 However, the women of Cumann na mBan did not 
always have a place for these men to stay in their homes so sometimes the men 
stayed in fields and sheds in the local area. In some circumstances it was too 
dangerous for the men to stay in their homes but the women still continued to 
care for the men by bringing them food, most commonly loaves of bread, and 
some clean clothes. 

During the week following the Rising Bridget Walsh and Fr Feeney returned 
to Co. Tipperary where she hid him at her house for a week as he was known 
by the British authorities to have had an influential role in the Rising in South 
Galway.70 Fr Feeney subsequently went on the run as he did not want to draw RIC 
attention to Bridget.71 They remained in contact while he was on the run, mainly 
in Co. Tipperary, for about three months. During that period Fr Feeney sought 
refuge in Roscrea Monastery. The Monastery was raided by British soldiers while 
he was there but they were not looking for him. Bridget was visiting him at the 
time and they hid in the ‘prohibited part of the building in which the police did 
not penetrate’.72 Soon after, Fr Feeney fled to America before eventually returning 
to Galway. 

While Bridget travelled back to Tipperary, the police came to Killeeneen to arrest 
her for her participation in the Rising. Bridget had come to their attention due 
to the pharmacist in Limerick posting the extra bandages and iodine she had 
requested and the post master in Kilcolgan (a Special Constable) opening the 
package and realising Bridget’s involvement.73 However, she had already left the 
area and, as far as the RIC could ascertain, nobody knew where she had gone. 
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Bridget’s sister Gretta played a crucial role in the concealment of Pat Callanan in 
the Walshes’ home during one of the many raids in the aftermath of the Rising. 
RIC men surrounded the house - which had only one door, leaving no escape. Pat 
Callanan hid in a bed, lying on the wire base covered by the fibre mattress. Gretta 
lay on the bed, pretending to be sick, weakly moaning and tossing. When one of 
the policemen entered the room and heard her moans, he noted ‘there’s no one 
here except a sick girl’. The District Inspector shone a light on Gretta’s face and left 
the room, allowing Pat Callanan to once again escape.74

During Galway race week (last week of July, first week of August) 1916, Bridget 
Walsh missed a week from teaching in the school in Tipperary as she travelled 
over three days from Tipperary to Killeeneen and then 40 kilometres (25 miles) 
across country from Killeeneen to Boston, Co. Clare, to bring revolvers to Eamonn 
Corbett and Pat Callanan who had been on the run since Easter.75 She then 
accompanied them to Mount Melleray in Waterford where they were smuggled 
onto a coal boat to Liverpool by Captain Collins.76 From there the men travelled 
to the United States to escape the British authorities. Eamonn Corbett ended up in 
California and Pat Callanan stayed in New York.77 However, both returned home 
to Galway to fight in the War of Independence. 

Initially, Cumann na mBan used their own resources to support the dependents 
of Volunteers ‘to stem the need of the first weeks’ want and misery’.78 In the week 
following the Rising, when a number of the local Galway Volunteers had been 
arrested and imprisoned, Julia Roche went on a house to house collection.79 She 
took on the huge initiative of organising supporting funds and items to be sent 
to the prisoners as well as supporting their dependents. During the following 
months they supported and collected funds for those on the run, for the Volunteer 
prisoners interned in Frongoch, Stafford and Galway, and for their relatives. They 
sent food, letters and cigarette parcels to the prisoners in Galway gaol.80

In the autumn of 1916 a general meeting was called to reorganise and establish a 
new phase of fundraising which would revitalise Cumann na mBan and post-rising 
nationalism across the country.81 A separate entity from Cumann na mBan was then 
established to raise funds for the families of those imprisoned; this would become 
known as Irish Volunteers Dependents’ Fund (IVDF). However, though initially 
set up as a separate entity from Cumann na mBan, it soon became a hindrance and 
fundraising fell entirely on the shoulders of its members.82 Therefore, the IVDF 
was believed to have been ‘used as a cover up for re-organisation of Cumann na 
mBan’.83 Another fund for the dependents of the imprisoned Volunteers, known as 
the Irish National Aid Association (INAA), was also established. This association 
was much more widespread and more successful than the IVDF. The Killeeneen 
Cumann na mBan branch, like the majority of the other branches, took some 
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initiatives in order to provide for the families that were left with no resources 
and were on the verge of starvation and homelessness without help from anyone 
other than Cumann na mBan while they awaited their men to be released from the 
enemy’s prisons.

Cathal Brugha regarded the work of Cumann na mBan in the aftermath of the 
Rising with huge regard as ‘it was the women who kept the spirit alive … and 
the flag flying’.84 However, it is important to note that not all Volunteers were 
imprisoned and most of those who were imprisoned were released by Christmas 
of that same year. Between Easter 1916 and Christmas the police across Ireland still 
had extreme concerns in relation to both male and female republican activity of all 
various organisations which they reported in their official documents.85 

Following the reorganisation of Cumann na mBan between late 1916 and early 
1917, the women of Killeeneen remained within the organisation and continued 
to engage with the routine activities of ‘training, drilling, collecting money for the 
IRA for arms and attending first aid lectures’.86 

In 1918, Gretta Walsh helped Volunteer Seamus Malone escape from Athenry 
Barracks and prevented the police from finding him. She aided his escape by sending 
him a parcel containing a little chisel which he used on the wall of the prison cell.87 
Seamus Malone had married her sister Bridget in 1917, the year before his arrest.88 
Bridget had become an even more active republican after 1916, but since 1917 she 
no longer held any affiliation with Cumann na mBan because she was advised to 
leave the organisation as she would be more useful outside the movement.89 In 
1918 Bridget was still a national school teacher but she was forced to resign due to 
her involvement with republican activity, so she moved from Tipperary to Cork 
city. She and her husband Seamus were acquaintances of the East Limerick men 
and D. Hannigan who was bringing ammunition from Liverpool to Cork by boat. 
Bridget took the ammunition and hid it in her home on a number of occasions 
and then distributed it to the men.90 Bridget continued helping the Irish cause 
in Cork until 1922 when she moved again. Bridget played such a significant role 
carrying dispatches, harbouring men on the run, and concealing and moving arms 
that a Special Detective was solely assigned to track her movements for the RIC.91 

Julia Roche was also still involved and she hid three rifles for P. Mullins for about 
three weeks.92 Another time, she carried two revolvers and a rifle from her house 
to the Walshes’ house about 1.5 kilometres (a mile) away. She was also involved 
in holding land mines, bombs and detonators in her home for two to three days 
before sending them to Volunteers.93 Furthermore, Julia attended an engineering 
camp in Killeen at which Cumann na mBan catered for the men being trained. 
Apart from these activities she, along with the other women of Cumann na mBan, 
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attended the usual Cumann na mBan classes and organised dances and concerts to 
help raise funds for the IRA.94

Records show that all eight members of Killeeneen Cumann na mBan remained 
active republicans until 1922, even if not all were still affiliated with Cumann na 
mBan (ref. Bridget Malone). However, in July 1921 Kate Armstrong resigned as 
President of Killeeneen Cumann na mBan as she had got married in February 
and now lived in an area close to Killeeneen. Kate did continue harbouring men 
on the run in her new home with her husband but other than that she no longer 
engaged in Cumann na mBan activity.95 Julia, on the other hand, continued her 
work with Cumann na mBan all through not only the War of Independence but 
also the Civil War when she hid men on the run and escaped prisoners until the 
ceasefire in 1923. During this period, she also moved arms and ammunition 
and carried between eight and nine dispatches to Galway and Athenry.96 As 
these women were all through this period still subjected to house raids and 
intimidation by the RIC and subsequently by the Black and Tans, it is no wonder 
they became and remained such active republicans.

The dominant discourse in Irish history has mostly excluded women. They 
went largely unnoticed, even though they, too, played a significant role in Irish 
history and the shaping of the Irish nation.97 Cumann na mBan involvement was 
essential during the Galway insurrection and should not be underestimated. The 
role of Cumann na mBan, therefore, had to be studied and discussed in order to 
fully comprehend all aspects of Irish life and rebellion under British rule. The 
rebellion in Galway – and elsewhere in the country - showed that British rule was 
clearly challenged all over Ireland and that republican ideals and dissatisfaction 
with the British authorities were not confined solely to Dublin. The young men 
and women who went out to fight were from ordinary farming backgrounds, 
mainly Irish speakers and members of local GAA clubs. As Michael Kelly stated, 
his involvement in the Rising was due to the want ‘for freedom of my country 
as any decent man would do in an unfree country’.98 The county inspector for 
west Galway suggested that, if MacNeill had never ordered the countermand, the 
Rising ‘would not have been confined to the districts of Galway and Gort but 
would have embraced the whole county and we could not have held it’.99 The 
Galway Rising, like the Wexford Rising, suggests that the Rising itself was not a 
‘blood sacrifice’ but instead based around the ideal of a military victory. 

Throughout this chapter light has been shed on the significant part Cumann na 
mBan played not only during the Rising but also during the subsequent years 
in assisting the Volunteers and later the IRA in their campaign against Britain. 
The central role of Cumann na mBan during the Rising and their presence at 
republican funerals, rallies and anti-conscription marches showed the British 
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administration that there was a united front of Irish opposition to British rule 
comprising both genders.100 Cumann na mBan involvement in raising funds 
for the INAA was one of the elements responsible for keeping the memory of 
the 1916 ‘martyrs’ alive and very much present in society.101 They also helped 
promote republican ideals after the Rising. Cumann na mBan, therefore, was a 
significant force that showed society that men and women should be treated as 
equals as they were equally politically active, capable and competent.102 Most of 
these courageous women who helped fight for Ireland’s freedom were ordinary 
women caught up in the monumental changes that were not only sweeping 
across Ireland at the time but also across the world. 

Following the Rising and the subsequent turbulent years of fighting and 
republican activity, the significant roles of the women were recognised by the 
state and the President and, after a long time, many of them obtained a Military 
Service Pension as well as a Military Service Medal. The women of the Killeeneen 
branch all applied for a military pension under the Military Service Pension Act 
of 1934 as they could not apply under the preceding act of 1924. Some of these 
women were denied their pension at first and were subjected to an extensive 
period of resubmitting their applications along with more statements from 
their fellow officers about their active role. One of these women was Bridget 
Malone who still had not received her pension by 1940. In light of her pension 
application being turned down before she had had the ‘opportunity to uphold 
before the Board’, she sent a letter to the Board on 23 October 1940, stating that 
she wished to formally protest. Bridget’s reasoning behind doing so was that she 
believed that her activities were not being verified even though she ‘gave exactly 
the same service in every detail as many Galway men who have been awarded 
substantial pensions’.103 Bridget believed that the only difference between herself 
and these men was the fact that she had no political ‘pull’ and she was enraged 
by the fact that many men ‘who never gave an hours active service, are in receipt 
of pensions’ while others like herself who did participate greatly were not getting 
the recognition.104 In response to her letter she was called before the Advisory 
Committee Board on 7 October 1941 and, after her involvement had been verified, 
she acquired a Military Pension. Kate Armstrong was not only recognised under 
the Military Service Pension Act of 1934 but also under the Army Pensions Act 
1923/1953 due to her role of commanding officer in the Killeeneen branch of 
Cumann na mBan. She was the only woman to be recognised as such in her 
branch.105 All the women of the Killeeneen branch obtained a grade E, based on 
the rank structure of the National Forces, and the majority of the women were 
awarded ‘two and two sevenths years’ service for pension purposes.106 The only 
women to receive a different amount were Gretta Mullins (nee Walsh) (5 and 
355/504) and Bridget Malone (nee Walsh) (2 and 31/84). 
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All the members of the Killeeneen 
branch applied for a military service 
medal. By 1942, the eight women of 
Killeeneen Cumann na mBan were 
deemed by the Irish government to 
have had an indispensable role in the 
events in Galway in 1916. They were 
acknowledged by President Douglas 
Hyde and they were bestowed with 
a military medal in recognition 
of their involvement in the Easter 
Rising. However, Bridget Malone 
refused to accept her military 
medal. In a letter written in 1943, 
Bridget stated that she must return 
the medal ‘as a protest against the 
executions of Republicans’ but in 
‘other circumstance I would have 
been proud to wear it’.107

The objective of this chapter was to allow to be heard the forgotten voices of the 
Killeeneen members of Cumann na mBan who played such substantial roles in 

Figure 5.3 IRB Volunteers gathered at the Liam Mellows memorial in Killeeneen in April 1965. Kate Armstrong is 
the lady wearing the black hat, second row, fifth from left. Mary Rabbitt is at her right shoulder, fourth from left.

Figure 5.2 1916 medal and ribbon received by Kate 
Armstrong in recognition of her 1916 Service. 16   

Source: Kathy Keane
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the Rising without having received the same level of gratitude and recognition 
as their male colleagues. There was no simple way to summarise the role of this 
complex organisation, Cumann na mBan, especially in terms of Irish rebellion 
and specifically of the branch of Killeeneen and its role in the Galway context. 
Only time will tell if the women will have gained the level of recognition they 
deserve during the commemoration of 2016, a hundred years after the 1916 
Rising. Without a doubt, these women were strong, courageous and patriotic, 
willing to stand up for their belief systems of creating a better Ireland without the 
restrictions of the poverty that was universal across Galway. They formed the back 
bones of the community and they were willing to risk their lives and future for the 

cause of a free Ireland.

Appendix 1:

3rd (Athenry) Battalion, 2nd Brigade, 1st Western Division, 

Killeeneen/Clarinbridge branch of Cumann na mBan

Name Townland Age in 1916

Kate Armstrong (nee Glynn) Commanding Officer Killeeneen 31

Mary Rabbitt (nee Corbett) Adjutant/Secretary Killeeneen 26

Julia Roche (nee Forde) Treasurer Rhynn 28

Bridget (Bride) Malone (nee Walsh) Killeeneen 28

Margaret (Mar/Grett/Gretta) Mullins (nee Walsh) Killeeneen 19

Teresa (Tess) O’Se/O’Shea (nee Walsh) Killeeneen 14

Bridget Conway (nee Kelly) Fahymactibbot 20

Bridie Lane Killeely 30

Listed above are the names of the women of the Killeeneen Cumann na mBan 
branch, the area in which they resided and their age in 1916.108 Listed below are 
Delia Hynes and Mary Greaney, who were not officially members of Cumann na 
mBan but who participated in the activities of the 1916 Rising, and Margaret Rose 

Grealy who was a member of the Maree Cumann na mBan branch. 

Delia Hynes (nee O’Dea) Stradbally North 23

Mary Greaney (nee Burns) Stradbally North 20

Margaret Greally Maree 45
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‘It is the deed that counts...’:  

An introduction to Liam Mellows’  

‘True Story of the Galway Insurrection’ 

Conor McNamara

This chapter introduces Liam Mellows’ account of the events of Easter Week 
in Galway published in the Gaelic American newspaper in New York on 20 
January 1917. Mellows’ account is reproduced in full, along an historical 

analysis and contextual reading, with additional information on the events and 
characters described.

Liam Mellows in New York

Liam Mellows’ command of the Irish Volunteers in Galway during the Easter 
Rebellion has been well documented.1 Following the Rising he avoided arrest for 
almost five months before making his was way, against his own judgement but 
in deference to Volunteer GHQ orders, to the United States, remaining in New 
York until his return to Ireland in October 1920.2 While in New York he became 
heavily involved in Irish-American political activism and spoke at many Clan na 
Gael rallies and public meetings. Frank Robbins, who fought with the Irish Citizen 
Army in the Rebellion before making his way to New York later recalled, ‘Mellows 
and myself became very good friends. He was recognised by all the 1916 Exiles, as 
we were termed, as our leader’.3 

Mellows made an immediate impact on John Devoy, the leader of the New York 
Fenians. Volunteer Pat ‘the Hare’ Callanan from Craughwell, who had also escaped 
to New York in the aftermath of the Rebellion recalled, ‘I introduced Mellows to 
Devoy. He was very pleased with Mellows and said he was the most capable man who 
had so far arrived in America. Devoy employed Mellows in the Gaelic American.’4

From its inception in 1867, Clan na Gael coordinated militant Irish republicanism 
in the United States and provided financial backing for their Irish comrades in 
the Irish Republican Brotherhood.5 By the opening decades of the twentieth 
century, John Devoy and Joseph McGarrity were the most powerful leaders in the 
American Fenian movement.6 From their bases in New York and Philadelphia, 
they orchestrated a sophisticated publicity and fundraising effort on behalf of the 
Irish Volunteers. 
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North American funds were crucial to the republican struggle in Ireland and from 
1907 onwards Devoy claimed that ‘sums never less than £1,000 at a time reached 
the Supreme Council of the IRB’. McGarrity later claimed that the Clan contributed 
in total £100,000 to the Volunteers and the IRB before the Rising.7 The ‘Irish exiles’, 
as they were termed – fighters who were involved in the Easter Rebellion in Ireland 
– were highly sought after as speakers in New York and other major cities in the 
north-eastern United States following the Rising and could generate large sums of 
money for the cause of Irish freedom in the form of subscriptions and donations 
from admiring audiences of Irish-Americans.

Mellows’ relationship with the American Fenian movement was fraught and he 
bitterly resented the insipid infighting and personality clashes that characterised 
the Irish-American Fenian movement. In a letter to Joseph McGarrity in 1920, 
Mellows warned of dishonesty and vendettas dominating the organisation’s fund 
raising efforts for the families and veterans of the 1916 Rebellion:

I feel too disgusted with the situation in the Friends of Irish Freedom to men-
tion it but Mrs O’Brennan will give you a picture of how things really are. At 
a meeting organised by me here the other night $5,000 was raised in a few 
minutes but there are hundreds of people here who will not touch the bond 
issue if it is handled by the men who have grabbed the funds of the Friends of 
Irish Freedom.8 

In spite of perpetual infighting, however, Mellows remained close to Fenian 
leader, John Devoy, despite his contempt for many of his cohorts. Frank Robbins’ 
later recalled Mellows’ analysis of the movement in New York claiming Mellows’  
argued that:

...all that we can expect from the Irish in America is the continued financial 
help, and in addition propaganda and agitation to keep Ireland’s case before 
the American people. He [Mellows] then went on to say, ‘‘I fear for the Irish 
movement in America when the ‘Old Man’ (John Devoy) dies. There is no 
one here to take his place. His death will be a terrible calamity. He is the life 
and spirit of everything here. He is a wonderful old character and I love him 
very much.’’ This love was reciprocated by Devoy, who had also tremendous 
respect for Mellows.9 

While in New York, Mellows contemplated a scheme for smuggling arms into 
Ireland from Germany. Frank Robbins recalled, ‘Mellows told me that he was 
contemplating taking a trip to Germany by arrangement with the Revolutionary 
Directorate of Clan na Gael. The reason for this visit to Germany was to make 
arrangements for the landing of arms in Ireland.’10 Volunteer Patrick Callanan 
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recalled, ‘He told me that he had contacted a German lady in one of the Western 
States, who owned a ship, and that she would place it at our disposal if we could 
get enough men to man it. He said it was proposed to send the boat to Germany 
via Russia, that it was to keep well out in the Arctic so as to avoid the British Navy.’11

While Mellows attempts to import arms were unsuccessful he spent a considerable 
amount of time in the offices of John Devoy’s Fenian newspaper, the Gaelic American. 
From 1903, John Devoy edited the weekly, Gaelic American, with a circulation in the 
tens of thousands. By 1914 it served as the main American conduit for information 
about the activities of Clan na Gael and the Irish Volunteers. Devoy gathered a 
cadre of revolutionaries around the newspaper, including Mellows, Frank Robbins 
and Patrick McCartan. The Gaelic American was countered by the pro-Home Rule, 
Irish World and Ireland newspapers, also headquartered in New York. These were 
associated with the United Irish League of America and supported John Redmond 
and the Irish Parliamentary Party.

John Devoy (1842–1928), Fenian leader and journalist, was instrumental in 
organising revolutionary Irish nationalism on both sides of the Atlantic. As the 
chief financier and publicist for Irish separatism in America, Devoy’s life and 
work represent touchstones for the study of the American dimension of the 1916 
Rising.12 Devoy joined Clan na Gael in New York in 1871 and served as secretary 
of its revolutionary directory. From his headquarters in New York, he worked for a 
public alliance between Clan na Gael and Charles Stewart Parnell’s parliamentary 
nationalists, a move referred to as ‘The New Departure’. This putative alliance 
between the Fenian-led faction and the Parnellites was tenuous: Devoy’s leadership 
of the Clan na Gael executive was similarly fractious. After a period of inactivity, 
Devoy returned to the movement in 1900 and founded the weekly Gaelic American 
newspaper in New York in 1903. Its masthead described it as ‘A journal devoted to 
the cause of Irish independence, Irish literature, and the interests of the Irish race’. 
The Gaelic American became synonymous with the militant faction within the 
IRB, with appeals for funds from the United States increasingly funnelled through 
Devoy personally. The formation of the American Committee for the Volunteers 
was announced in the paper on 6 June 1914, with Joseph McGarrity (Philadelphia) 
as chairman, Denis Spellissy (New York) as treasurer, and Patrick J. Griffin (New 
York) as secretary.13 

Despite his immense popularity and close relationship with John Devoy, Mellows 
never settled in the United States and suffered bouts of despondency and illness. 
According to his close friend Frank Robbins, ‘Mellows was subject to spells of 
despondency and was inclined to be neglectful of himself.’14 In a private letter to 
a friend in 1919 Mellows wrote, ‘Much as I dislike the task, I have not given up 
speaking at meetings.’ Writing of his anxiety over the fate of his brother, Barney, 
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jailed for his role in the Rebellion, and the health of a cousin in New York, Mellows 

concluded, ‘So between one thing or another I have been generally upset...’15 

Robbins later recalled a conversation with John Devoy where the topic of Mellows’ 

ill health deeply troubled the Fenian leader with Devoy distressed that he was 

being held responsible for the deterioration in Mellows’ health. Robbins recalled 

Devoy’s pleas:

Frank, we have had a terrible time in New York since you were there. We have 

done through hell, tearing the guts out of one another. There was a terrible 

story going around that I starved Mellows. I did not mind what other people 

said, but Mellows’ silence hurt me more than anything else. A card or a line 

in a letter saying that this story was not true would have been something I 

would have appreciated very much. You know how much I loved Mellows, I 

loved him as if he had been my own son.16 

Mellows possibly suffered a bout of anorexia brought on by depression or nervous 

tension but Robbins was anxious to discount the rumours that Mellows had 

starved himself: 

This starvation story was the product of imaginative-minded women, had 

no basis or foundation and was a terrible libel on our good Irish folk living 

in New York, not one of whom, no matter how strongly they might have dis-

agreed with him, would have done everything possible to help him during 

his illness... Finally, a Mrs. McCarthy who was a member of the New York 

Cumann na mBan and a nurse, did learn about his illness and from that 

onwards helped to bring him back to good health.17

An additional source of stress for Mellows while in New York was the arrival 

of Craughwell blacksmith and republican stalwart, Tom Kenny. Kenny was a 

legendary figure in the Irish Republican Brotherhood in Galway but opposed 

the Easter Rising and had attempted to counter Mellows influence over the Irish 

Volunteers during the insurrection. Volunteer Pat Callanan recalled:

We next heard that Tom Kenny, Craughwell, was on his way to America. This 

caused us a considerable amount of annoyance. Mellows was worried because 

owing to his attitude towards the Volunteers for the Rising, he believed that 

Kenny would create trouble. Knowing that Kenny was going on to Boston, 

Mellows asked me to go to Boston to Gene Curran, Senior Guardian of 

the Clan na Gael in Boston, and to counteract any statements that Kenny 

might make. 



- 136 -

About five days later Kenny arrived in New York. He met Mellows and asked 
him to introduce him to Devoy. Mellows refused to do so, saying that he (Ken-
ny) had taken no part in the Rising. Kenny then went to the office of the 
Gaelic American and introduced himself to Devoy, who told him that he had 
never heard of him, and refused to have any dealings with him. Kenny then 
went on to Boston and spoke at a few meetings there.18

The feud between the two men continued during their sojourn in the US and 
Callanan recalled, ‘Kenny continued his campaign to ridicule Mellows. He said 

Figure 6.1 The edition of the Gaelic American newspaper that carried ‘the True Story of the Galway Insurrection’ 
in January 1917.
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Mellows refused to attack the RIC Barracks in Craughwell and stayed in Moyode 

Castle and did nothing.’19 ‘At this time I got several letters from Kenny in which he 

abused Mellows. I sent the letters to Mellows. In one of than he wrote: ‘‘Fairheaded 

Bill you are good for nothing only drinking tea over at Walshe’s of Killeeneen, 

and going up to Pádraig Fahy’s, Ballycalahan’’. Mellows told me afterwards that he 

mislaid the letters amid never located them.’20 Following an attempt by Clan na 

Gael to heal the dispute, tensions calmed between the two camps. 

On 20 January 1917, Mellows published his personal account of events during 

the Rebellion in Galway in the pages of the Gaelic American. The timing of the 

publication was significant as the last of those arrested and deported to Frongoch 

for their part in the Rising were freed the previous month. With almost all of the 

Galway prisoners released and their sentences commuted, Mellows could discuss 

the Rebellion without fear of incriminating his comrades. 

While the description of events contained in Mellows’ published account are 

largely accurate, many important aspects of Easter Week that would have cast the 

Rebellion in less heroic terms were omitted. Specifically, and for obvious reasons, 

Mellows failed to engage with the disputes among the Volunteers themselves during 

Easter Week; the popular opposition to the Volunteers in many rural districts in 

Galway; the decision of two hundred or so Rebels to return to their homes during 

the week; the attempts by Fenian leader, Tom Kenny, to convince the Rebels to 

disband; and the popular hostility to the Rebels in Galway town.

That Mellows failed to engage with the more complex aspects of Easter Week 

in Galway is entirely unsurprising given the personal and political sensitivities 

involved and political and propaganda imperatives. The conflicting accounts and 

opinions expressed in recently revealed sources, however, highlight the danger 

of historians treating political polemic as authentic history and demonstrate the 

inherent value of the newly released accounts of Easter Week collected by the 

Bureau of Military. These statements have enabled a new generation of historians 

to engage with the period in a more nuanced fashion. 

While Mellows described the Rebellion in Galway in heroic terms in the Gaelic 

American, privately he felt profound anguish at his role in the Galway Rebellion 

and the events leading up to the Rising. Robbins recalled Mellows’ anguish over 

the morality of the actions of the secret military council that planned the Rebellion 

and blaming Mellows’ change of mind on the influence of Volunteer leader Patrick 

McCartan, who supported Bulmer Hobson and Eoin MacNeill’s opposition to the 

Rebellion. Robbins recalled: 
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I noticed that he [Mellows] was in very low spirits and 
I jokingly said to him, ‘‘A penny for your thoughts 

Liam, or are they even worth that much’’, to 
which Mellows replied in a very despondent 

manner, ‘‘If I had known as much in Easter 
Week as I know to-day I would never have 
fired a shot’’. 

With that he told me that the Revolu-
tionary Military Council had taken unto 
themselves powers to which they had no 
right; they had usurped the authority of 

the Supreme Council of the I.R.A. which 
was the only authority with power to de-

clare the Insurrection, and they had set them-
selves up as a military junta and ignored every-

one else.21 

Despite Mellows’ personal anguish over the unravelling of 
the Galway Rebellion, he consistently defended the Galway Volunteers and lionised 
their efforts during Easter Week. In his letter of February 1919 to Ms Herbert of 
Troy, New Jersey, he wrote:

You, my friend speak of my as the embodiment of Sinn Féin, but it may be 
surprising to you to learn that there are men and women in Ireland today, 
compared with whom I am nothing. Many of them are poor – almost all are. 
Most of them are unheard of, and yet their work for Ireland deserves to be 
known. It will never be in our day anyway, in all probability, but it is to them 
the thanks of future generations of the Irish people will be due. They gave 
their all in silence, seeking no reward and getting none.

On the night of the second last day of the Rising in Galway, things looked so 
black, that it was felt incumbent I should address the men and put the sit-
uation clearly before them so that it could not be said they had been led on 
in ignorance, made dupes of an fooled. Can I ever forget the scene. Several 
hundred men drawn up in the courtyard of a castle residence that was our 
headquarters, at two o’clock in the morning, a weird light cast on the assem-
blage by several torches of bog deal. They were armed with every conceivable 
type of weapon, rifles, shotguns and pikes. I spoke to them at length, putting 
the situation clearly before them, and ended by saying that any man that 
did not feel he could go further with us could go home and he would not be 
thought any worse of, he had risked everything in coming out and no man 

Figure 6.2 Liam Mellows
Source: C. Desmond Greaves
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could do more. There was a dead silence for a few minutes and then a big 
powerful countryman, one of the simple, honest, and so many I know here 
would denigrate uncouth and ignorant fellows, stepped to the front and said 
‘‘we came out to fight for an Irish Republic and now with the help of God we 
are not afraid to die for it.’’22

Mellows characteristic lack of ego is evident in his 1919 letter and he writes 
revealing of his personal sense of failure after the Rebellion: 

Thank you very much for your very kind appreciation of what I have tried 
to say on behalf of Ireland, but really you place me on too high a pedestal. 
Someday you may turn iconoclast and then you will find that, like all idols, 
this one has feet of clay. I say what I believe at these meetings; what I believe 
I try to act up to, but it is hard. And, after all, talk is cheap. It is the deed that 
counts and there I have failed lamentably.23 

Mellows finally arrived back in Ireland in October 1920 after working his passage 
as a stoker aboard the Philadelphia. Return to Ireland was not the exhilarating 
release he had hope for and the death of his father in August added to the urgency 
of his return. In the intervening years he had endured much emotional strife, 
was arrested and imprisoned in the Tombs prison in October 1916 where he 
endured confinement for twenty-two hours a day until his release in November 
after Irish American supporters pledged a bond of $7,000.24 His experience of the 
United States and his absence from so many of the formative events in the Irish 
Independence struggle and strengthened his convictions to give all in the fight for 
the Republic.

True Story of the Galway Insurrection:  
Gaelic American, 20 January 1917

The Rising in the West of Ireland, as in other parts where the Volunteers rose, 
did not assume anything like the proportions it would easily have done had the 
Rebellion started, as it was originally intended, on Easter Sunday evening.

The capture of the ship Aud off the Kerry coast, with 20,00 rifles, ammunition, 
explosives, machine guns and other equipment on board, on Good Friday, dealt 
the greatest blow to the success of the Rebellion. Three thousand of these rifles 
were to have reached County Galway on Easter Monday, by which time the entire 
county would have been in the hands of the Rebels. And there was a Galwayman 
ready to shoulder everyone of the 3,000 rifles, as well as the rifles that would have 
been captured from the police.
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Then Eoin MacNeil’s order countermanding the Easter Sunday night’s mobilisation 
resulted in great numbers of men being disheartened – brave and good men who 
were prepared to do all, and more, required of them on the Sunday night. Worse 
than all, through this order of McNeill’s the ‘‘element of surprise’’ on which the 
plan of campaign depended, and which was a dead certainty on Easter Sunday, was 
lost. The police – who in Ireland are not civil functionaries, but an armed standing 
army – never suspected that anything was intended for that night. They went 
about their duties as usual. That they had no suspicion, received no warning, and 
were quite unprepared for the Rising, speaks volumes for the integrity, discipline 
and earnest patriotism of the Volunteers. At least one thousand men and hundreds 
of women in County Galway, as well as the men in other parts of the country 
knew the date and the hour from Easter Sunday, and some several days earlier. Yet 
nothing leaked out. 

As to the projected plans, it is obvious that the present time is inopportune to 
disclose them. Suffice to say that they were carefully prepared months ahead, every 
detail that would ensure success and co-ordination being worked out. The element 
of surprise lacking, these plans could not be put into operation. When the news 
reached the West that ‘‘Dublin was going out,’’ the police were alive to the situation 
and were on the alert. Their first act was to abandon nearly all the smaller barracks, 
and concentrate themselves in the towns of Galway, Athenry, Gort, Loughrea 
and Ballinasloe. 

The spirit manifested by the Volunteers on Easter Sunday was splendid. Every 
man was in his place ready for action, and the order postponing the Rising 
only reached several corps as they were on their way to carry out the part 
assigned them.

Galway Men Turn Out

It was known to most of the Galway officers that the British government intended 
for some time previous to suppress the Volunteers. Therefore, when finally the 
dispatch came on Easter Monday that Dublin was out, they decided to go out 
too, notwithstanding the fact that the men were almost without arms, excepting 
shotguns. Dispatches to this effect were sent to all corps. Nearly five hundred 
men answered the call. Commandant Liam Mellows was in command. He and 
Lieutenant Blythe25, the two chief organisers of the Volunteers, had been arrested 
the previous March, and a fortnight before the Rising, forcibly deported to 
England. Commandant Mellows succeeded in making his escape and arrived back 
in the West in time for the Rising. 
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The first act of the Volunteers was to destroy telegraphic and railroad 

communications. Wires were cut and rails torn up and signal cabins and points 

wrecked. Roads were also blocked in several cases by barricades. On Easter Monday 

night, Lieutenant Padraic Fahy26, was sent in an automobile with two men as escort 

with an important dispatch. Near Kinvara, while waiting outside a house, they 

were surrounded by a large group of police, who held them up with their carbines. 

Lieutenant Fahy was captured and handcuffed. The driver, jumping aboard his 

car – the engine of which was left running – called on the others to follow, and 

drove away. One of the other two left managed to clamber on behind. The car got 
away safely, although fired on by the police. The other man who still remained 
uncaptured drew a revolver, and after an interchange of shots with the police, 
escaped safely. Lieutenant Fahy was afterwards taken to Limerick by the police, 
court-martialled and sentenced to ten years’ penal servitude. 

Clarinbridge Barracks Attacked

At 7 am, the Clarinbridge and Killeeneen corps occupied the village of Clarinbridge 
and attacked the police, who acted on the defensive in their barracks. An attempt 
to rush the place failed, and firing on both sides went on for over an hour. 
Then several bombs were exploded in the barracks. To do this Captain Eamonn 
Corbett,27 who volunteered for the job, had to rush up under the windows of 
the barracks, under fire and throw the bombs inside the barracks. This he did 
successfully six times.

While this was being done huge barricades of trees and stones had been thrown 
up at each end of the village and several police scouts captured. One of these 
did not surrender quick enough and promptly received the contents of a shot 

gun in the face. The public houses (saloons) were shut and horses and vehicles 

commandeered. A couple of motorcars and one motorvan were also secured.

The Fight at Oranmore

Meanwhile the little town of Oranore, three miles from Clarinbridge, had been 
occupied by the Volunteers from the Oranmore and Maree districts. The barrack 

here was strongly defended by the police. The Rebels besieged the place and heavy 

firing was engaged in for several hours. The Midland Great Western Railway, 

which runs through Oranmore, was destroyed in several places. Several police 

were captured here. One of them, a ‘‘plain clothes’’ man went out of his mind the 
next day, probably with fear. 
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At 4 pm the Volunteers from 
Clarinbridge arrived at Oranmore. 
They were all mounted on vehicles 
of some description, none of them 
having to march on foot. Of the 
police in the Clarinbridge barracks, 
only four came out of it – and they 
were badly wounded – evidently by 
the explosion of the bombs. As in 
Clarinbridge the public houses were 
closed by the Volunteers and no drink 
was allowed to be sold at all. The 
Rev. Father Feeney28 accompanied 
the force from Clarinbridge and 
was through the Rising from start to 
finish, encouraging and inspiring all 
with his presence and example.

A plucky attempt to drive the police 
out of a house they had fortified 
by a small body of Rebels under 
Lieutenant Martin Costello, was 
repulsed by heavy fire, one of our 
men being badly wounded. Captain 

Corbett was ordered to take a few men and blow up the bridge at Oranmore on the 
main road to Galway city. One explosion had taken place and a large hole made in 
the bridge when a strong force of police and military sent from Galway to relieve 
Oranmore arrived on the scene. The Volunteers who then numbered ninety men, 
were forced to retire in the direction of Athenry. The retirement was carried out in 
perfect order, a small group of Rebels engaging and holding back the British while 
the remainder got away. In the execution of this the police were believed to have lost 
eleven, and according to another report, thirteen men.

Operations at Athenry 

The next move made by the Volunteers was in the direction of Athenry, seven miles 
east of Oranmore. When one mile from the town they were met by the Athenry 
Volunteers, who were forced to evacuate the town which was now strongly held by 
200 armed police. It was now nine o’clock at night. The Volunteers bivouacked at 
the Model Farm of the Department of Agriculture and Technical Instruction for 
Ireland.29 Here they stayed for the night, ample accommodation being found in the 

Figure 6.3 Postcards such as this were sold by supporters of 
Clan na Gael in New York. Source: private collection.
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big lofts. Their number had now increased to almost 500 men, but there were very 
few rifles – forty at the outside. For the greater part they were armed with shotguns 
while a few had no arms at all. These latter were put driving carts and taking care 
of the horses. At the Model Farm butter, milk, cattle, corn, flour, horses, carts, tools 
and implements were commandeered. 

The next morning, Wednesday, at 7 o’clock, a reconnaissance in force by the police 
from Athenry, was driven back by our outposts, the police retiring hurriedly into 
the town with two of their number being wounded. None of our men were hit. 

Victory at Carnmore Crossroads

Earlier in the morning a force of military from Galway, with a few police as guides 
were hurried in motorcars in the direction of Athenry. They were commanded 
by Captain Bodkin and District Inspector Heard, Royal Irish Constabulary. At 
Carnmore crossroads, six miles from Galway they were ambushed by fourteen 
men of the Carnmore and Clarinbridge Corps. These men were waiting for the 
remainder of the corps to turn up, with the intention of joining the main body 
of Volunteers at the Model Farm when the enemy appeared. The military opened 
fire at once and one of the Peelers, jumping on a wall, and calling on the Rebels to 
surrender, was shot dead. The enemy retreated headlong followed by a volley from 
the shotguns of the little group of Rebels. Heard, the District Inspector, and several 
police and soldiers were wounded in the retreat and only the speed of their cars 
saved the whole force from being cut off by the Volunteers.30 The British report 
of this affair is that our men retreated hurriedly across the fields, several of them 
being killed. This is an utter lie and was probably fabricated by the gallant Captain 
Bodkin or the more gallant District Inspector to save their military reputation.

Warships Blow Holes in the Ground

On this day, Wednesday, British warships arrived in Galway bay and shelled the 
shore west of Galway city and also in the direction of Oranmore.31 No damage, 
however, was done to the Rebels, beyond the holes ploughed in the earth, though 
the British fondly imagined they had dislodged the Rebels whom their report 
stated as having fled in confusion. This was not so, for the very simple reason that 
the Rebels were not within five miles of where the shells landed.

Marines and sailors with machineguns, were landed off the warships and Galway 
city prepared by the British for a siege. The police in Galway had arrested Messrs 
George Nicholls B.A.,32 solicitor, Dr Walsh33 and other prominent Nationalists and 
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Volunteers in the city earlier in the week. They were put on a minesweeper and 
conveyed at once to England. 

On Wednesday afternoon, the Rebels marched to Moyode, four miles east of 
Athenry, because it offered better facilities for defensive warfare than the Model 
Farm. Here the men were billeted. Cattle were commandeered and slaughtered 
and everything possible done to make the men as comfortable as possible.

Reorganising the Rebel Force

Owing to the dislocation of plans and the disorganisation consequent upon 
the countermanding and postponement of the Rising, it became necessary to 
reorganise our force entirely. This was affected when all the men were concentrated 
at the Model Farm. New officers and section leaders had to be appointed in cases 
where the original commanders had not turned up. Commissariat and transport 
departments had to be organised. 

The former was put in the charge of Lieutenant Jack Broderick,34 of Athenry. He 
took up his duties with a zeal and enthusiasm wonderful to behold. In a short while 
he had a staff of several butchers and other helpers. He organised commandeering 
parties and dispatched them for anything considered necessary. Cattle were 
slaughtered but no more than were absolutely needed. The girls of Cumann na 
mBan were set baking bread and rations were issued to the men.35 Each company 
appointed orderlies and cooks to draw rations and prepare meals. One of the 
cooks developed a genius for making stew and the quarters for the Athenry Corps, 
to which he belonged, was generally invaded about meal times by men from all 
the other corps, attracted there by the savoury smells. Officers, going about their 
duties were hailed on all side by amateur cooks, with cries of “Ate a Bit of this 
Captain, tis Grand,’’ ‘‘Try a little of the Castlegar mate.’’ Throughout the week the 
Commissariat Staff worked splendidly and everything was done to feed the men.

The Transport Department was put in the hands Lieutenant Matt Neilan.36 Before 
long he had horses and carts of every description ready – farm carts, traps, vans. 
A water cart was discovered at the Model Farm and it was also used. Drivers were 
appointed. Each driver’s sole duty was to feed and look after his horse, to know 
what load he would have on his cart, and where it was to be found. The Transport 
Department and the Commissariat worked hand in glove. Test mobilisations 
were practised and it was found when things were running smoothly, that in five 
minutes from the time the mobilization whistle went the whole force was ready to 
march with baggage and stores loaded, horses harnessed, drivers ready. 
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Superb Scouting By the Rebels

The scouting of the Rebels was particularly good. Nothing passed unknown to 

them. Everywhere the people received our men with pride, while information of 

every kind was brought hourly by women and girls of events happening in their 

different localities. Some of the best scouting was done by our boys. One young 

lad of fifteen years particularly distinguished himself in this respect. All the scouts 

were first class cyclists, and had nearly all been trained by Lieutenant Pat Callanan37 

of Killeeneen, who performed great work in this line himself, undertaking many 

arduous, trying and dangerous journeys to acquire information and bring 

dispatches. He accomplished everything successfully and his report was always to 

be depended on.

A special edition of the Connacht Tribune, one of the worst of all the 

denationalized rags that have prostituted Irish nationality since the war, appeared 

this day. It described the Rebellion in Ireland as “the most formidable since ‘98”. 

And, remarkable to relate, this paper, that week after week had calumniated 

the Volunteers and their officers in Galway, had nothing bad to say about 

the “Rebels”.38 

Figure 6.4 Through the selling of bonds, Clan na Gael raised large sums of money for the Independence 
struggle in Ireland. Source: private collection.
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On Thursday a couple of skirmishes occurred with the enemy. In Kinvara the 
local corps attacked the barracks without result, however. A patrol of our men 
had a sharp conflict with a patrol of the enemy close to Athenry. The police 
retired and a flying column of Rebel motor cars from Moyode Wood hotly 
pursued them, the police fleeing back to their town as fast as they could run. 
That night a battery of artillery removed from Ballinasloe in the direction of 
Athenry, but returned after proceeding a few miles. Evidently they feared being 
ambushed by the Volunteers.

Rebels Held Six Hundred Square Miles 

During this week, all Central and South Galway was free territory, with the 
exception of the town of Athenry. That is to say, from close to Galway, east 
to Ballinasloe and from Tuam south to Gort – about six hundred square 
miles. Everywhere the people showed the greatest kindness to the Volunteers; 
gave them their blessing and wished them success. The greatest enthusiasm 
prevailed amongst the Rebels. About thirty girls, members of Cumann na 
mBan, accompanied their brothers-in-arms the whole week. Their spirit and 
determination was wonderful. Nothing could dampen the spirits of all who were 
“out”. Songs and recitations could be heard on all sides when resting. Laughter 
and fun never deserted them. The Police, in abandoning several of their barracks 
and huts, were in such a hurry that they left uniforms, clothing and boxes and kits 
behind them. Several of the irresponsible mirth makers amongst the Volunteers 
dressed in Peelers uniforms and strutted about imitating the authoritive airs of 
the sergeants – the little Caesars of their district. 

Several priests visited the Volunteers this day, Thursday. Confessions were heard 
all day.39

The warships continued bombarding the shore near to Galway city all this and 
the following days till long after the Rising was over.

The Army Closes In

Ballinasloe, by this time was crammed with soldiers – horse, foot and artillery. 
Police were being rushed into Galway by the hundred from the North of Ireland. 
Yet it was not till the following evening (Friday) that they moved near the Rebels. 
On Friday morning a scouting party penetrated east to within six miles of 
Ballinasloe. The police barracks at New Inn was raided by them, and the sergeant 
taken prisoner. Amongst other documents found in the barracks was an order 
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from the local District Inspector, dated early that morning, telling the police 

to evacuate the barracks. The sergeant, however, was not to go, but to remain 

behind to identify anyone that came to the place. In order to do this he was to 

remain in bed and plead illness if the place was occupied by the Rebels - the 

Inspector’s order naively remarking him that the Rebels would not touch him if 

he were ill. 

On Friday evening the military and police were on the move to Moyode. The 

orders that had were “to take no prisoners”. However, before they could put this 

“war for civilization and small nationalities” into practise, the Volunteers moved 

south in the direction of Clare. The reason for their doing so was because it was 

believed that Cork and Kerry were out and that a junction would be effected 

with them, rousing Clare on the way. Notwithstanding the fact that they were 

practically hemmed in at the time, the little band of Rebels marched nearly 

eighteen miles southward – almost to the borders of Clare. Here a halt was called. 

It was now early on Saturday morning. The news that had trickled through from 

Dublin during the week up to this, was of the most heartening and inspiring 

kind. The city was in the hands of the Rebels everywhere. The British had been 

repulsed time and time again with great losses and a desperate conflict was 

raging. Dublin was in flames and a surrender was contemplated – and Cork and 

Kerry were not out.

Rebels Decide to Disband

A meeting of the officers was held. After a discussion of affairs, it was decided 

to disband. Without proper arms, with Dublin surrendering and the south 

not fighting, it was felt by most of the officers that it would be pure slaughter 

of the men to keep on. A couple of the officers fought vigorously against the 

disbandment; protesting that it would be better to fight on until the bitter end, as 

conscription would surely be enforced at once. Nevertheless they were outvoted 

and the disbandment took place. That the British government did not enforce 

conscription, as was their intention previous to Easter, was entirely due to the 

Rising – to the terrific fight put up by the Dublin Rebels against the forces of 

oppression whereby the lie was given to England’s oft reiterated statement that 

Ireland was loyal to the Empire, and whereby it was demonstrated to the world 

that England’s plea that her entry into the Great War of on the behalf of small 

nationalities, was hypocrisy and a sham.
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British Brutalities After the Rising

The vindictiveness of the British Government after the Rebellion in Ireland, in 
which Irishmen fought for their own small nation and civilization, was appalling. 
The police in the West particularly excelled themselves. Hundreds were arrested, 
whole villages being cleared of men and boys, the prisoners being treated in the 
most brutal fashion. Several women were also arrested. Houses were wrecked in 
the most wanton fashion, the same place being visited time and again, and all it 
contained destroyed. Women and girls were threatened with loaded rifles and fixed 
bayonets levelled at their breasts, in order to extract information regarding their 
husbands and relatives. Need it be said that none of those threats had any effect.

Of those who took part in the Rising in Galway, Captain Bryan Molloy was 
sentenced to death, but it was commuted to ten years penal servitude; Lieutenant 
P. Fahy to ten years penal servitude; thirty eight men to three years penal servitude; 
twelve men to twelve months hard labour; and hundreds of others were deported 
to England. 

Figure 6.5 Liam Mellows addresses the annual Bodenstown commemoration held at the grave of Theobald 
Wolf Tone. Source: Éamonn Ó hEochaidh.
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The hunt for a few of the principal officers was carried out with fearful intensity. 
The order issued by the military authorities concerning them was that they were 
to be shot on sight, but they were never got. 

Police Desecrate a Convent

About a week after the Rising the convent of the Presentation Nuns in Kinvara 
was searched by the police and military on the pretext that Father Feeney and 
Commandant Mellows were hidden there. The convent was first surrounded and 
then the Reverend Mother was questioned. She declared on her word of honour 
that no one was concealed in her convent but her word of honour was not good 
enough for the “gentlemen” who commanded the gallant forces of the Empire. The 
convent was ransacked and the nuns’ cells burst into and searched; and of course 
nothing was discovered. 

The gagged and subsidized Irish press had nothing to say about this outrage, 
though the horrors and atrocities of Belgium, Serbia, Montenegro, and other places 
of more Irish interest than Kinvara, were painted with a heavy and loving hand. 

A month after the Rising was over the British soldiers quartered in Athenry were 
going about with medals, rosary beads and other articles of religious interest. They 
were in fear of another outburst and thought these might protect them. And they 
were Protestant to a man.

Since the Rising the spirit of Connacht is better than it ever was. The ambition of 

all is expressed in the hope that they will be in it at the “final”. 
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He subsequently moved to the United States for 
several years. He is remembered by a stained glass 
window in his honour in Glencorrib Church, in 
the parish of Shrule, County Galway, where he 
ministered in later life. 

29. The Model Farm was renamed Mellows College 
in  1966.

30. One policeman, constable Patrick Whelan was 
killed in this engagement. He was a Catholic from 
a small farming background in Kilkenny and is 
buried in Bohermore Cemetery in Galway. 

31. Four Naval vessels entered Galway Bay during 
Easter Week, the Laburnum, the Gloucester, the 

Snowdrop and the Guillemot.
32. George Nicholls was a solicitor and IRB centre for 

Galway town. He was one of the few professionals 
to become involved in the republican movement 
in Galway. He was an Irish language enthusiast and 
his wife Mary was elected a member of Galway 
Urban Council in 1920.

33. Dr Thomas Walsh was a professor at University 
College Galway, and along with Professors Tomas 
Ó Máille and Valentine Steinberger were vocal 
supporters of the Volunteers. He was elected to the 
Galway Urban Council in 1920. 

34. Sean ‘Jack’ Broderick (1889-1953) was first 
lieutenant in the Athenry Company during Easter 
Week. He was a builder by trade and acted as 
Quartermaster to the Galway brigade. He evaded 
arrest following the Easter Rising and during the 
War of Independence was involved in attacks on 
British forces. He was arrested in November 1920 
and interned until October 1921. He joined the 
National Army in June and stood in the General 
Election to Dáil Éireann of August 1923. 

35. Over twenty Galway women were recognised with 
military pension for their service with Cumann na 
mBan during Easter Week. 

36. Martin Neilan (1893-1972) was a native of 
Kilcolgan, County Galway. He was an officer in 
the Clarinbridge Company during Easter Week. 
Having assisted in the reorganisation of the 
Irish Volunteers in County Galway following his 
release, he served as a Brigade Adjutant with the 
Irish Volunteers. During the Civil War he took 
part in a number of IRA actions against National 
Army forces in County Galway before his capture 
and  internment. 

37. Pat ‘The Hare’ Callanan (1887-1970) was a native 
of Craughwell, County Galway. Following his 
participation in the 1916 Easter Rising, he evaded 
capture and went to the United States of America 
from August 1916 to October 1917 resuming 
his activities on his return. In January 1918 
Callanan was deported from County Galway to 
the Portadown area of County Armagh and was 
imprisoned from April to July 1919. In 1920 he 
assisted in planning a number of attacks on British 
forces and positions including Bookeen Barracks. 
He was arrested and interned from November 
1920 to December 1921. He joined the National 
Army in March 1922.

38. This is a strange remark by Mellows since the 
Connacht Tribune was deeply hostile to the Galway 
Rebels throughout the period.

39. Monsignor Dr Thomas Fahy (1887-1973), along 
with Fr Harry Feeney (1889-1945) of Clarinbridge, 
acted as chaplains to the Irish Volunteers under 
Liam Mellows in Galway during Easter Week 1916. 
Educated at Esker National School and St Joseph’s 
College, Garbally, Fr Fahy was a keen horseman 
and athlete and was appointed Professor of 
Classics in UCG in 1927.
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Clarinbridge: Reflections on the Rising

Hedy Gibbons Lynott

R-E-V-O-L-U-T-I-ON. Her wide blue eyes demanding an answer, my little 
granddaughter spells the word phonetically. ‘What does r-e-v-o-l-u-t-i-o-n 
mean?’ I consider the complexity of what my answer might be, and hesitate. 

But this little person will not be fobbed off, so I explain how sometimes people are 
so dissatisfied with their lives that they refuse to continue that way, and set about 
changing life for themselves. ‘Like me, when I cut my plaits ‘cause I didn’t like 
brushing the tangles in my hair?’ A revolutionary act and its fall-out: the exercise 
of autonomy by the rebel in attempting to change existing conditions results in 
change - for everyone? She had got it in one!

The version of Irish history offered at school half a century ago stopped at 
Patrick Pearse and his love of Irish and poetry, and seldom explored the wars 
for which, arguably, he was substantially responsible. What ‘freedom fighter’ and 
‘1916’ meant was never extensively examined. Revolution was something that 
had happened in Ireland, and in previous centuries it had not worked. What was 
different in 1916? 

As in other places that men ‘went out’ that Easter Sunday in 1916, the events that 
inexorably led to the insurrection in Clarinbridge began much earlier with small, 
but significant, actions. Such as on the evening of 12 December 1913, when local 
man Pat Callanan,‘the hare’, hopped off his bike in Clarinbridge to speak to the 
men gathered at the corner of Main Street and Sea Road. A member of the secretive 
and militant Irish Republican Brotherhood since 1905, he was on his way home 
from the inaugural meeting in Galway Town Hall of the Irish Volunteers. Did the 
men who gathered round him have any intimation of what they might become 
involved in? Within an hour there were a dozen recruits to the Irish Volunteers and 
a plan for further recruitment at the forthcoming hurling matches in Hillpark.1 
Eventually, Clarinbridge fielded between 70 and 80 Volunteers. Those new recruits 
all crossed the line between considering and executing the actions that would 
change many lives. 

All other consequences followed: the weekly drilling and marching, the fundraising 
for arms, the eventual commitment of 76 out of a total parish population of 820, the 
participation of the local curate, Fr Feeney, and the strength of local involvement 
in the Rising. Perhaps not all family members of the 76 men were as convinced 
of the rightness of their actions as the Volunteers were. Nevertheless, fathers, like 
Michael Fleming of Clarinbridge, stonemason to Kilcornan, the ‘big house’, who 



- 152 -

later stood alongside five of his sons as they were marched off to jail, most likely 
grasped the implications. Just like their mother Elizabeth when, a few years later, 
she sent cakes to her son in Lincoln jail. One of those cakes, it is said, contained a 
key that allowed Eamon de Valera, who occupied an adjoining cell, to escape. 

On that evening in December 1913, how many local men, or women, foresaw how 
they might be putting their lives on the line? Why was it that the inhabitants of this 
south-east Galway hinterland played such an active part in the Rising, when the 
citizens of Galway, and most of the rest of Ireland, largely shunned it? What were 
the consequences for Clarinbridge?

In the early part of the 20th century, Clarinbridge and its hinterland was encircled 
by numerous RIC barracks, manned by over 200 men. The area was saturated with 
the ‘law’, you could say, caught in the straitjacket of the British empire, partly in 
response to the social and political unrest in south-east Galway in the late 1800s 
during the various stages of the land war of that time. The RIC census conducted 
in 1910 (separately from the population census of 1911), reveals that these RIC 
men were mostly young and single, the vast majority being farmers’ sons drafted 
in from other parts of Ireland. Their backgrounds did not, in the main, differ from 
those they policed, and must have added complexity and conflict to allegiances 
during the Rising.2

The general population census of 1911 indicates that there were 164 inhabited 
houses.3 Almost half of the 820 people in the Clarinbridge District Electoral 
Division were female. Cumann na mBan listed eleven members in 1916. Of the 
415 male inhabitants, it could be inferred that at least one person in every two 

Figure 7.1 The Fleming 
Family, Clarinbridge, 
c. 1908. 

Source: Joseph Murphy, 
in The Redingtons of 
Clarinbridge,1999.
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households officially joined the Rising. From speaking to some of their descendants 
it is safe to assume that both the Irish Volunteers and Cumann nBan had many 
supporters who were not ‘official’.

Clarinbridge inhabitants, the majority tenant farmers and cottiers, like most in the 
post-famine west of Ireland, were trapped in poverty and a sense of helplessness 
with no hope of improving their circumstances. The local landlord, the Redington 
family of Clarinbridge, whilst in the main benevolent to its tenants, was running 
out of money to manage its estate. Agrarian agitation was on the increase in 
response to the inability of smallholders to eke a living from their holdings, and 
the excessive rents demanded of tenants.4

There was a war on in Europe, offering young men a living if they joined the 
British army, but thereby draining the population of many of its younger workers. 
The bright light on the national horizon was the recently formed Gaelic Athletic 
Association (1884) that improved social contact within and between communities, 
and especially engendered a love of Irish culture. As a result, its influence on the 
political agenda gained considerable ground.5

At nearby Coole Park, Augusta Gregory, widow of Sir William Gregory, was 
developing her own personal nationalist perspective. Gathering folklore in Galway 
and Clare, she raised the profile of native myths, legends and beliefs in a way 
that conferred on them, and those who carried them, a dignity and recognition 
previously lacking. Her writing was empathetic to local culture and traditions, and 
her appreciation of the uniqueness of Irish culture integral to her many plays. Her 
close friends and literary associates, e.g. Yeats, Synge, and other leaders in the Irish 
literary and artistic revival, further enhanced a growing sense of pride in the Irish 
language, culture and tradition, not just locally but nationally and internationally.

‘Big house’ owners all over Ireland were having difficulty in funding their own 
plans, which had to take second place to servicing the empire’s wars. Subject to 
the decisions of a Westminster Parliament, they too were beginning to feel the 
need for increased national autonomy. The show of discipline evident in the 
weekly drilling and marching of the newly organised Volunteers, might, in other 
circumstances, have increased pressure on the British government to agree to 
Home Rule. However, it could be argued that it was not without advantage to 
have men drilling while the RIC observed closely the actions of those involved. 
Britain’s need for soldiers at the battlefront, the possibility that an already drilled 
force might be usefully conscripted before WW1 was much older, were factors not 
lost on the warlords. Britain must have been reluctant to follow through on the 
Home Rule arrangements already agreed. 
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Posing the question, why those very same 

Irish men should expend their lives for 

the empire when they could, with some 

outside help, direct their energies to 

winning independence for themselves 

and their own country. It appears that in 

Clarinbridge and surrounding areas, both 

men and women were prepared to do just 

that - with considerable support from the 

Catholic Church.

Fair-haired and of slight build, 24 years old 

Liam Mellows stood out from the crowd in 

a way that prompted Patrick Pearse, lover of 

the Irish language, teacher and poet, to select 

him to head a brigade of Irish Volunteers in 

south Galway in 1914. Born in Lancashire, 

son of a British Army soldier and a Wexford 

mother, growing up partly in Wexford and Dublin, Mellows had no connection 

with the west of Ireland. Perhaps that was why he was chosen: his lack of connection 

with the local community allowed him freedom from the allegiances of kinship, 

and a certain personal detachment and clarity of thought in planning strategies. 

He also seems to have had such charisma, that many, frequently much older, men 

Figure 7.2 The Feeney Family, 03 April 2016, outside the house in which he lived in Clarinbridge on the 
occasion of the mounting of a plaque to commemorate his contribution to The Rising.  
Source: Clarinbridge Heritage Group

Figure 7.3 Fr. Feeney’s niece - Margaret (Peg) 
Feeney Molloy. Source: Clarinbridge  
Heritage Group
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and women appear to have readily accepted his leadership, and were prepared to 
take huge risks for and with him.6

Fr Harry Feeney from Castlegar, 27 years old and recently ordained, was sent as 
a curate to Clarinbridge in 1914. He quickly joined the local Volunteer company. 
His house, beside the RIC Barracks, became a venue for numerous meetings of 
Volunteer leaders. Appointed Munitions Officer by Patrick Pearse, under the very 
noses of the RIC, he joined forces with the local Cumann na mBan members, 
in fundraising for the procurement of arms and ammunition by running dances 
and raffles. He secured “26 revolvers from Dublin and 40 or 50 sporting guns.”7 
Self-appointed chaplain to the Clarinbridge Company, his role in the 1916 Rising 
locally is illustrated by the note he wrote to his parish priest, Fr Tully, on the eve of 
the Rising to the effect that he was ‘going out’ with the lads as chaplain, and would 
Fr Tully please attend to sick calls in his absence; he expressed the hope that he 
would be back in time for Sunday Mass.8 Like Liam Mellows, a man of action and 
of high moral courage, he stayed with the Volunteers, alongside them in all their 
encounters with the RIC throughout Easter Week, until the Volunteers disbanded 
at Lime Park. Unable to get through the RIC cordon surrounding Clarinbridge 
and its surrounding areas, he had to go on the run.

In nearby Killeeneen, Mary Kate Walsh, originally from Tipperary and widowed 
a few years previously at forty-seven years of age, held true to her own and her 
husband Hubert’s republican beliefs. She hid Liam Mellows and numerous 
Volunteer arms in the schoolhouse immediately before the Rising, and hid men on 

Figure 7.4 Fleming Family members attending the 1916 Commemorations in Clarinbridge: Mary and Maria 
Stacey, Jean Downey and Michael Fleming, all direct descendants of Michael Fleming with Councillor Martina 
Kinnane, extreme left, Anne Rabbitte, TD, extreme right, and Eamon De Valera (grandson of Eamon De 
Valera) centre.
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the run afterwards. Three of her daughters, 
Bridget, Gretta and Tess were members of 
Cumann na mBan and carried intelligence 
and arms between Clarinbridge Company 
sections, and between local and national 
HQ. They continued to help men on the run 
in the aftermath of the Rising, hiding them, 
guiding them to the next ‘safe house’, long 
after Easter Week. Mrs Walsh’s home was 
raided 132 times by the RIC, after which, 
according to her daughter Bridget, she 
stopped counting.9

At 10 o’clock Mass on Easter Sunday morning 
at Roveagh over 100 armed men, provisions 
in haversacks, received Holy Communion. 
When Mass was over they spilled out into 
the churchyard, to find eight or nine women 

from Cumann na mBan spreading out breakfast for them. It conjures up visions of 
sunlight glinting on new leaves, cigarette smoke curling through the air, the deep 
voices of men conferring in small groups, the women hurrying to-and-fro with 
pots of tea, plates of bread, an under current of excitement that rose into a sunny 
morning filled with anticipation. Anticipation that turned to disappointment and, 
perhaps, anxiety when they were eventually told to ‘stand down’, go home, but 
remain at ready. 

The men who marshalled at nearby Killeeneen late on Easter Monday, and marched 
out on Tuesday morning to attack Clarinbridge and other local RIC barracks, 
must have felt the support of their neighbours. Following Mellows and their local 
commanders, over 600 men from Clarinbridge and surrounding areas were ‘out’. 
Badly armed, often under fire from RIC, threatened by the approach of the British 
Army, and shelled from Galway Bay by the Royal Navy, by Wednesday the enormity 
of their reality must have dawned: they were not going to be the victors in such 
an uneven confrontation. Nevertheless, given the option of disbanding at Moyode, 
most remained at their stations. Some, who did leave on Wednesday night, returned 
to their units at Moyode on Thursday morning. But Clarinbridge Company to a 
man answered Kilcolgan man Mattie Neilan’s call: ‘Stand fast, Clarinbridge!’ and 
not one man left his post. With their situation in Moyode no longer viable, it was 
decided by the leaders on the following day, Friday, to move to the next defensive 
position - fifteen miles away at Lime Park - as they followed Liam Mellows, still 
battling on, still accompanied by their priest, Fr Feeney. They were secure, it seems, 
in the knowledge of the rightness of their actions, and their support back home.

Figure 7.5 Bridget Walsh Malone, Killeeneen.  
Source: Courtesy: Aoileann Nic Gearailt, Sáirséal 
agus Dill 1947-1981 Scéal Foilsitheora, 2014.
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Kate Armstrong (nee Glynn) 
of Killeeneen was one of 
the six or seven Cumann 
na mBan members who 
accompanied the Volunteers 
throughout the week. At 
Moyode, a deserted Persse 
mansion, the caretaker 
found the women a room 
in which to overnight. With 
rumours flying that the 
British army was pouring 
into Ballinsloe by train and 
about to march on Moyode, 
it was no surprise that one 
of the girls wondered aloud 
if they were all going to 
die. Kate Armstrong’s reply 
that there was “a priest in 
the next room, if there’s 
anything troubling you” 
must have reinforced the 
dangers of their endeavours, 
but must also have bolstered 
their courage.10

Carrying dispatches by 
train, bicycle and on foot, 
before, during and after 
Easter week, the members 
of Cumann na mBan remained beside the Volunteers during that long week of 
mainly unsuccessful attacks on RIC barracks and failure of the promised arms 
or ammunition to arrive from Germany. Going ahead of the men, the women 
gathered food, clothing, guns and first-aid equipment where they could, until 
they were disbanded on Friday evening before the men left Moyode to march to 
Lime Park, their final position before disbandment. The women went home under 
orders to make preparations to help the men who would inevitably have to go on 
the run.

The consequences of Easter Week for local families were swift and far reaching: 
arrested on their way home on Saturday, most Volunteers were imprisoned, many 
being moved to detention centres in England. Those who avoided arrest and 

Figure 7.6 Fr. Harry Feeney (Clarinbridge) and Commandant 
Eamonn Corbett (Craughwell) c. 1923.  
Source:  Courtesy of Joseph Murphy, Clarinbridge.
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went on the run successfully, endured months or years of discomfort and danger, 
and in some cases, exile in a foreign country. The suffering and deprivation of 
their families at home must have added to their punishment. What was it like for 
Elizabeth Fleming to see her husband and five sons taken off to jail, first in Galway, 
then Dublin, then scattered in jails in England? It seems it only strengthened her 
support for them and her involvement in the subsequent War of Independence. 
Mary Kate Walsh and her daughters never budged from their commitment 
either. Her daughter Bridget continued her intelligence work, as well as finding 
‘safe houses’ for those on the run throughout the War of Independence and the 
Civil War. Bridget Malone (nee Walsh) eventually settled in Dublin, long after 
the advent of the Free State, and after several years service throughout the War 
of Independence.

Callanan, Mellows and others escaped to America. All returned at various times 
during the next few years, to continue the fight for independence. Fr Feeney, on 
parole after petitions by his Bishop to the British authorities, was given a Ticket of 
Leave to go to California, provided he stayed in the US and did not involve himself 
with any form of Irish republicanism. It took five years before he returned to 
Galway. Subsequently made parish priest in Shrule, Co. Galway, he had no further 
involvement in republican affairs. 

Many others, on their release from imprisonment, battle-hardened, continued 
the fight with renewed purposefulness, as did some members of Cumann na 
mBan. Liam Mellows, fierce republican, opposed the eventual Treaty. His reward 
was execution by a Free State firing squad on 8 December 1922. The aftermath 
of revolution remains fraught, to this day. Local leaders Eamonn Corbett and 
Pat Callanan survived to play further roles in local and national history with the 
founding of the Free State. 

The involvement of Clarinbridge in the Rising had long and far-reaching 
consequences for those who took part in the Rising, their families, and the local 
community. Even today one can sense an underlying pride in its revolutionary 
history that conveys an independence of thought. The community’s strong 
allegiance to the GAA reflects an enduring folk-memory of long engagement with 
the struggle for self-determination, a collective independence and identity, while 
valuing its own traditions. 

Reflecting on some of the individual and collective actions of the people of 
Clarinbridge one hundred years ago has heightened this author’s awareness of the 
meaning of ‘revolution’: it has to begin in, and be motivated by, perception and 
emotional reponse; not all acts of rebellion necessarily reach public notoriety, but 
they still contribute to the collective ‘uprising’. By re-examining the events of 1916, 
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it has emerged that many communities, not solely those in Dublin, Wexford and 
Meath, desired, fought for, and were prepared to die for change in the way they 
were governed.

On foot of my little granddaughter’s question ‘What does revolution mean?’, she 
may perhaps one day draw the analogy between her small act of rebellion and the 
great one that was the Rising of 1916.
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Police casualties of the Easter Rising 1916

Jim Herlihy

The Royal Irish Constabulary (RIC) was the armed police force of the island 
of Ireland under British rule from 1814 until 1922 and incorporated the 
Peace Preservation Force from 1814 to 1922, the County Constabulary 

from 1822 to 1836, and the Irish Constabulary from 1836 until it was granted the 
prefix ‘Royal’ in 1867 for the successful suppression of the Fenian Rising. A separate 
unarmed civic police force, the Dublin Metropolitan Police (DMP), controlled 
the capital Dublin and its environs, and the cities of Belfast and London(derry) 
originally had their own police forces which were incorporated into the RIC. The 
role of the Irish Revenue Police was also incorporated into the RIC in October 1857. 
The RIC’s successful system of policing influenced the operations of the Canadian 
North-West Mounted Police (predecessor of the Royal Canadian Mounted Police), 
the Terra Nova Constabulary and the Royal Newfoundland Constabulary in 
Newfoundland, and the Victoria Police in Australia.

The RIC had its purpose-built training depot since 1842 at the Phoenix Park 
in Dublin, and its cadet-trained officers were successful in 
attaining primary posts in the United Kingdom and 
throughout the British Empire. As a consequence of the 
Anglo-Irish Treaty, signed in December 1921, the RIC was 
disbanded on 31 August 1922 and replaced by the Civic 
Guards, formed on 7 February 1922 and re-
titled the Garda Síochína in the Irish Free State 
in 1923, and the Royal Ulster Constabulary, 
formed on 1 June 1922, in Northern Ireland.

The DMP was the unarmed police force 
of the city of Dublin from 1836 until its 
amalgamation with the Garda Síochína in 
1925. The DMP replaced its predecessor police 
forces such as the Dublin Police, formed in 1786, 
and underwent a major reformation in 1808. The 
DMP was established under the Dublin Police Act 1836 as an 
unarmed, uniformed force of 1,000 day and night constables 
with a training depot at Kevin Street police station along the lines 
of the London Metropolitan Police, formed in 1829. The DMP administrative 
headquarters were at Dublin Castle.
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Following the 1921 Anglo-Irish Treaty and the creation of the Irish Free State, the 
DMP became known as ‘Políní Átha Cliath’ (Police of Dublin) from 1922 to 1925, 
after which the force ceased to exist as a separate entity and was absorbed into the 
Garda Síochána in April 1925 as the Dublin Metropolitan Division (DMD) of the 
Garda Síochína. As a result, members of the Garda Síochína who served in Dublin 
after 1925 were referred to as ‘Dublin Metropolitan Guards’ (DMG).

Between 1836 and 1925 a total of 21 members of the DMP were killed on duty; three 
were killed during the 1916 Easter Rising and 10 during the War of Independence, 
1919-1921.

Of the seventeen policemen killed in Ireland in 1916, four were killed in Dublin, 
including the following unarmed members of the DMP:

Constable James O’Brien, DMP 9862 (165B), born in 1868 in Co. Limerick, 
who was shot dead on 24 April 1916 at the Cork Hill entrance to Dublin 
Castle by Sean Connolly, Irish Citizen Army; 

Constable Michael Lahiff, DMP 11047 (125D), born in 1887 in Co. Clare, 
who was shot dead by Constance Markiewicz in Stephen’s Green; 

Constable William Frith, DMP 10175 (174C), born in 1877 in Co. Offaly, 
who was wounded on 27 April at Store Street Police Barracks and died on 
28 April. 

The fourth police casualty in Dublin was the only member of the RIC to die there, 

Constable Christopher Millar, RIC 63620, born in 1886 in Co. Limerick, who 
was stationed in Belfast but undergoing a course of instruction at Portobello 
Barracks, Dublin. He was shot dead during a military assault on the rebel 
post of the South Dublin Union on 27 April 1916.

Outside Dublin, the greatest engagement with the police was an ambush at 
Ashbourne in Co. Meath on 28 April 1916, which resulted in the deaths of the 
following eight members of the RIC:

District Inspector Harry Smyth, RIC 59040, born in 1874 in Hertfordshire; 
Sergeant John Shanagher, RIC 54667, born in 1868 in Co. Roscommon;  
Sergeant John Young, RIC 58036, born in 1873 in Co. Cavan;  
Constable James Cleary, RIC 64900, born in 1888 in Co. Galway;  
Constable James Gormley, RIC 66800, born in 1891 in Co. Sligo;  
Constable James Hickey, RIC 54582, born in 1867 in Co. Kilkenny;  
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Constable Richard McHale, RIC 67072, born in 1894 in Co. Galway;  
County Inspector Alexander Gray, born in 1858 in Co. Tyrone, who was 
severely wounded and died of his wounds on 10 May 1916.

The other locations where policemen lost their lives were in Counties Louth, 
Galway, Tipperary and Cork. The casualties were:

Constable Charles McGee, RIC 66908, born in 1892 in Co. Donegal, who was 
shot dead on 24 April 1916 in Castlebellingham, Co. Louth after he had been 
captured by the rebels. 

Constable Patrick Whelan, RIC 63409, born in 1882 in Co. Kilkenny, who 
was fatally shot in an exchange of fire between an RIC patrol and rebels on 
26 April 1916 at Carnmore Cross, Co. Galway;

Constable John Hurley, RIC 67150, born in 1892 in Co. Cork, who was shot 
dead on 26 April 1916 by Irish Volunteer Michael O’Callaghan when the RIC 
surrounded a house at Kilross, Lisvernane, Co. Tipperary; 

Sergeant Thomas Felix Rourke, RIC 56214, born in 1873 in Co. Cork, who 
was wounded at the aforementioned house at Kilross and died of his wounds 
on 27 April 1916; 

Head Constable William Nelson Rowe, RIC 52673, was shot dead on 2 May 
1915 in an exchange of gunfire at Bawnard House, Castlelyons, Co. Cork 
while attempting to arrest brothers Thomas and Richard Kent.

The Easter Rising 1916 in Co. Galway

Information was received a few days before Easter 1916 that arms and ammunition 
were being conveyed to Ireland and would probably be landed on the western 
coast, which put the RIC in Co. Galway West Riding Division on high alert. Patrols 
watched the coast day and night on Saturday 22 and Sunday 23 April 1916 and 
other police patrols held the roads to the coast and allowed no motors or other 
vehicles to pass until searched. News of Sir Roger Casement’s arrest on the coast of 
Co. Kerry gave rise to a good deal of speculation as to what was going to happen. 
Grave developments were feared, with the result that the movements and associates 
of Sinn Féiners were closely watched.

In the early hours of Tuesday 25 April news was received at the Naval Base in 
Galway that an insurrection had broken out in Dublin, that the General Post 
Office and the Magazine in Phoenix Park were in the hands of the rebels, that 
communication with Dublin had been cut off, and that the military from the 
Curragh and elsewhere were moving towards Dublin. This was very serious news 
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for Galway, where there were few military - only thirty soldiers, mostly invalids - 
in occupation of Renmore Barracks. Therefore, the defence of Galway against an 
invasion by rebels devolved on the RIC and the townspeople looked to them. 

News of what happened in Dublin filtered through to Co. Galway during Monday 
night, with the result that the Irish Volunteers in the county quickly mobilised and 
scoured the country for arms and ammunition, and awaited orders.

At about 9am on Tuesday, the rebels, having assembled at Clarinbridge and 
commandeered motor cars, took the offensive by an attack on Clarinbridge 
Barracks, which was kept up for several hours, with short periods of intermission, 
during which the local parish priest was sent twice to the barracks under a ‘flag 
of truce’, asking the police to surrender the barracks and their arms, stating that 
if they refused they would be blown up in a few minutes. The police, who bravely 
defended their barracks, replied “No surrender” and told the rebels to do their 
worst. Eventually, the rebels withdrew. They failed in their first objective, and lost 
one of their precious double-barrelled shotguns, which was seized by the police 
from the first man who came to demand the surrender of the barracks. Clarinbridge 
Barracks was defended by Acting Sergeant Samuel McCarthy, RIC 56212, and 
Constables Patrick McShane, RIC 57077, John Conlon, RIC 58292, Michael 
Lavelle, RIC 62279, and James Shea, RIC 59729. In the meantime, Constables 
James Maguire, Edward Brennan and Thomas Kirwan from Kilcolgan, who had 
come back singly to Clarinbridge to report news regarding the movements of the 
rebels, were taken prisoner; one of them made a dash for liberty and was fired on 
and wounded.

While the attack on Clarinbridge Barracks was under way another section of the 
rebels in considerable force attacked Oranmore Barracks, and cut off some police 
who were on duty and forced them to take refuge in a constable’s house opposite 
the barracks, and took prisoner a constable who was on duty alone. Oranmore 
Barracks was very ably defended and held by RIC Constables Patrick Smyth, RIC 
54685, Peter Heffernan, RIC 68224, James Hannon, RIC 68537, and Daniel Foley, 
RIC 58027. When there was a lull in the attack, Constable Patrick Smyth, who was 
in command, succeeded in getting a wire to Galway about what was happening. 
The wire was sent in good time, because communications with Galway were cut 
a few minutes later. Simultaneously with the attack on the barracks, the house of 
Constable Patrick Smyth (where Sergeant James Healy, RIC 55087, and Constable 
Anthony Barrett, RIC 60179, had taken refuge) opposite the barracks was likewise 
attacked. The two RIC men barricaded the house and fired on the rebels through 
the door, wounding one of the rebels. During the entire day the Oranmore rebels 
were very active. In addition to the attack on the barracks and on Constable 
Smyth’s house, they took up sections of the railway line, cut telegraph wires and 
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poles, barricaded roads, and commandeered horses, cars and provisions. In the 
evening they were reinforced by Clarinbridge rebels and on their arrival another 
vigorous attack was delivered on the barracks and explosives were used to blow 
up Oranmore Bridge. While this attack was in progress, County Inspector George 
Bedell Ruttledge, in command of ten policemen and ten soldiers, arrived from 
Galway by special train. There was a sharp engagement during which County 
Inspector Ruttledge was ambushed around a corner with an automatic pistol 
pointed at him and discharged at close range; only for the rapidity with which 
the county inspector returned fire, he saved his life. The rebels fled and took off 
in motor cars in the direction of Athenry and the barracks and Constable Smyth’s 
house were relieved.

In Athenry RIC District, the news of the outbreak was conveyed to Constables 
Joseph Ginty and Peter Gildea of Moyvilla in a sudden and startling manner. 
Cycling into Oranmore on a protection patrol they suddenly ran into a gang of 
rebels who were besieging Oranmore Barracks and who called on them to give 
up their arms. The constables quickly turned and rode for their lives, pursued 
by a horde of rebels and a hail of bullets, one of which struck Constable Ginty 
in the shoulder blade but they both managed to return to their station. On the 
evening of Tuesday 25 April, Constable John Clarke and Constable Gildea were 
removed from Moyvilla Barracks and Sergeant Thomas J. Oates and Constables 
T.J. O’Keeffe, Owen Rooney and Michael J. Brennan from Ballygurrane Hut to 
Athenry, bringing that station strength up to 39 men of all ranks. A force of 
about 500 rebels surrounded Athenry Barracks as soon as darkness fell, taking up 
positions behind walls directly opposite the barracks; they would direct fire at the 
front of the barracks and intended to place bombs at both gable ends. However, 
the police had taken up defensive positions not only in the barracks but also in the 
surrounding buildings, thus foiling the demolition of the barracks by explosives. 
The rebels withdrew and instead captured the model farm a few miles away. Early 
next morning, reinforcements under Head Constable Hugh M. Crean arrived by 
motor car from Ballinasloe and a small party arrived from Mountbellew District on 
bicycles. A large group of rebels passed within a few yards of Newford Hut, which 
was occupied by Sergeant T.J. Hargaden and Constables Thomas McGovern and 
Joseph McCaffrey, without incident and went out of their way to avoid Craughwell 
which was under the command of Head Constable John O’Sullivan. 

These events in the outlying districts showed that the situation was grave and 
reliable information was in the possession of the police that more serious events 
were to follow, one of which was the attempt to take Galway City. Preparations for 
the holding of Galway were quickly completed. Commander Hanan, Royal Navy 
of Galway Naval Base, informed the Admiral at Queenstown of the seriousness 
of the situation and asked for reinforcements of military and marines. The RIC 
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were withdrawn from some of the outlying stations and concentrated at Galway 
headquarters. The banks and the post offices were held by the RIC and the known 
leaders of the rebels in Galway and its vicinity were arrested and conveyed on 
board one of Her Majesty’s ships in Galway Harbour.

On the night of Tuesday 26 April advance companies of the rebel forces 
concentrated on Carnmore village, about ten kilometers (six miles) east of Galway, 
awaiting assistance of other centres for an attack on Galway City. A number of 
leading Galway citizens came to the RIC headquarters at Eglinton Street Barracks 
and offered their services and were sworn in as special constables. They remained 
in the barracks all night and for some days afterwards. A large number of motor 
cars were placed at the disposal of the RIC and facilitated very much the police 
work and arrangements.

Death of RIC Constable Patrick Whelan1

At 3:20am on Tuesday 26 April 1916, a party of fourteen policemen, two soldiers, 
two sailors and some special constables under the command of RIC District 
Inspector George Bennett Heard, Royal Navy Commander Hanan and Captain 
J.J. Bodkin, 3rd Battalion, Connaught Rangers of Renmore Military Depot, went 
with Sir A.A. Armstrong in nine motor cars as a reconnaissance party into the 
country to see what exactly was the situation, as Galway had been completely cut 
off. Captain Bodkin was in the first car, District Inspector Heard was in the second 
car and Constable Patrick Whelan was in the third car. They stopped to collect 
Constable Eugene Igoe at Killeen Barracks, turned back onto the Birdhill Road and, 
when they approached Carnmore Cross, saw a girl waving a white handkerchief 
in a field about half a kilometer away. At Carnmore Cross they were met with a 
fusillade of shots coming from a rebel position behind a high stone wall. Captain 
Bodkin and District Inspector Heard left their cars, accompanied by Sergeant John 
Clarke, Constable Patrick Whelan, Acting Sergeant John Casey and Constable 
Hugh Hamilton. Captain Bodkin returning fire while DI Heard and Constable 
Whelan covered him off. DI Heard called on the group of fifteen to twenty rebels 
to surrender but they fired a volley of shots which went over Heard’s head. He fell 
into the centre of the road and, managing to hold onto his rifle, he picked himself 
up and, while crawling backwards, he saw that Constable Whelan, who was over 
1.88m (6’2”) tall, had been exposed to the fire - the left side of his face was covered 
in blood. DI Heard returned fire from a kneeling position. When Heard realised 
Constable Whelan lay dead on the road he got him into the car. Constable Hugh 
Hamilton, RIC 61804, was shot and wounded. Then the entire RIC party got out 
of the cars and opened heavy fire on the rebels, compelling them to retire to a large 
area of scrub close by, which sheltered them. 
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Constable Patrick Whelan was 
born on 18 February 1878 at 
Whiteswall, Galmoy, Urlingford, 
Co. Kilkenny.2 He was the third 
and youngest son of Patrick 
Whelan and Margaret Whelan 
(nee Fletcher) who were married 
at Galmoy Catholic Church, 
Urlingford on 16 February 
1871.3 He had three younger 
sisters, Julia, Kate and Ellen, 
an older brother Michael and 
a brother who died in infancy.4 
Patrick measured 6 foot 2 and 
three eighths inches (1 meter 
and 89 centimeters) when he 
enlisted in the RIC at the RIC 
Depot, Phoenix Park, Dublin, 
on 25 October 1907. He was 
recommended by RIC District 
Inspector Hugh Conrad Greer 
and allocated RIC registration 
number 63409. The regulation 
age for enlistment was between 
19 and 27 years. As he was two 
years over the regulation entry 
age, he gave an incorrect date 
of birth of 18 February 1882. 
On completion of his recruit 
training he was allocated to 
Killeen Barracks, Castlegar, Co. 
Galway on 14 April 1908 where 
he is listed in the 1911 Census 
of Ireland5; by 1916 he was 

stationed at Eglinton Street Barracks, Galway City. At the time of his death Patrick 
Whelan was engaged to twenty-two year old Mary Kyne from Castlegar, Co. 
Galway. She died unmarried at the age of 50 on 26 February 1944 at her home.6 

The death of Constable Patrick Whelan cast a gloom over the entire district 
and was deeply regretted by all classes in Galway. The reconnaissance party 
returned to Galway with the dead body of Constable Whelan. A few hours later 
information was received that a large force of rebels were marching on Galway 

Figure 8.1 RIC DI George Bennett Heard. Source: Jim Herlihy
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and had concentrated in some fields covered 
with scrub and underwood close to Galway. 
County Inspector Ruttledge went with twenty 
police to intercept them. He took up a position 
at the new cemetery, which commanded the four 
approach roads to Galway from where the rebels 
had concentrated, and prevented the march 
on Galway. In the afternoon, the rebels who 
remained concealed in the underwood came 
under fire of well-directed shells from one of the 
ships in the harbour.

The tide was turned on the ‘Rising’ in Galway. 
The rebels had been dislodged from their 
favourable position, the local Sinn Feiners were 
minus their leaders7, reinforcements of the RIC 
from Oughterard and Clifden under District 
Inspector Thomas Neylon had arrived and the following day the battle cruiser 
‘H.M.S. Gloucester’ brought 200 Royal Munster Fusiliers, under the command of 
Captain W.F. Blount, Royal Navy, and Major Crosbie, to Galway, with machine 
guns and plentiful ammunition. The rebel forces fell back on their main body 
at the Department’s Farm near Athenry and afterwards at Moyode Castle, where 
they remained until the evening of 28 April, when they marched to Limepark, 
about 20 kilometers (13 miles) from Moyode; they subsequently disbanded on the 
advice of a clergyman. At Limepark the rebels released five RIC prisoners and left 
behind them motor cars, horses, cars, firearms and ammunition, pikes and police 
property. A force of 100 RIC men under District Inspector William Charles Forbes 
Redmond arrived from Belfast and other centres. They guarded Galway Gaol and 
arrested 211 rebels from the RIC Division of Galway East Riding and sent them 
to Dublin with a further 237 rebels from the RIC Division of Galway East Riding. 
The Royal Munster Fusiliers were withdrawn and replaced by 100 marines under 
Major Clarke. The RIC reinforcements and marines were gradually removed with 
large batches of prisoners to Dublin.

Fourteen of the most prominent rebels who attacked Oranmore Barracks and 
four who attacked Clarinbridge Barracks were tried by court martial at Richmond 
Barracks and sentenced to five years penal servitude, which was afterwards 
reduced to three years. Captain Brian Molloy, who led the attack against the RIC 
at Carnmore Cross when Constable Patrick Whelan was killed, was sentenced to 
death but the sentence was commuted to ten years penal servitude. Brigadier-
General Patrick Fahy from Kinvara, who was arrested on Tuesday by Kinvara 
Sergeant Thomas Reilly and his men and found in possession of most important 

Figure 8.2 RIC Constable Patrick Whelan. 
Source: Jim Herlihy
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documents, was sentenced to penal servitude for life, afterwards reduced to ten 
years. District Inspector Francis Vincent Comerford and Head Constable Denis 
Barrett, Turloughmore, made some important captures of leaders and explosives 
during the early stages of the rebellion by intercepting them as they were about to 
join the rebels.

The inquest into the death of Constable Whelan was held only hours after he was 
killed on 26 April 1916 at Eglinton Street Barracks by Mr Louis Edward O’Dea, 
solicitor, Deputy Coroner for Galway Western Division.8 The jury consisted of 
William Dillon, Michael Lydon, Eglinton Street, Jeremiah O’Sullivan, University 
Road, John J. Glynn, William Street, Richard Walsh, Abbeygate Street, J.J. O’ 
Flynn and James Kelly, Shop Street, Patrick Cloherty, Taylor’s Hill, Patrick Fahy, 
Dominick Street, Timothy Naughton, Shop Street and George Deacy, High Street. 
Identification of Constable Patrick Whelan’s body was given by Head Constable 
Patrick J. Killackey, RIC 43219, of Eglinton Street Barracks. The medical evidence 
was given by Dr William R. Sandys, Esq., The Crescent, Galway, and District 
Inspector Heard gave evidence of the circumstances. The verdict of the inquest 
was that “Constable Patrick Whelan died of wounds inflicted by a gunshot on the 
morning of the 26th day of April 1916 and that the shot which caused the death was 
fired by some person or persons unknown.”

The remains of Constable Whelan were interred on the evening of Thursday 28 
April 1916 at Bohermore Cemetery, Galway. The funeral from St Nicholas Pro-
Cathedral was one of the largest and most impressive seen in Galway. It was 
attended by a large force of police under the command of County Inspector George 
Bedell Ruttledge and the band of the Connaught Rangers and large funeral parties 
of military and marines and by an immense concourse of the citizens of Galway.

County Inspector Rutledge was awarded the King’s Police Medal in 1917 ‘for 
displaying conspicuous courage and ability. During the Rebellion he was entirely 
responsible for the security of County Galway. While commanding the police in 
the county he attacked and dispersed large bodies of rebels.’ He was also awarded 
a certificate from the Irish Police and Constabulary Recognition Fund.9 For the 
defence of Oranmore and Clarinbridge barracks and Constable Smyth’s house each 
member of the RIC was awarded the Constabulary Medal (Ireland) which is the 
highest award for gallantry afforded to members of the RIC; this was presented to 
them by the Lord Lieutenant on 29 November 1916 at the RIC Depot, Phoenix Park, 
Dublin. District Inspector Heard was promoted county inspector and transferred 
to Navan, Co. Meath, replacing County Inspector Alexander Gray who was mortally 
wounded in the Battle of Ashbourne during the Easter Rising. On 24 April 1920 
County Inspector Heard was appointed the last Commandant of the RIC Depot in 

Phoenix Park until 17 May 1922.10 He died in Navan on 20 December 1961.
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Further reading

1. RIC Magazine, May and June 1916 – Garda Museum.
2. Royal Irish Constabulary List & Directory (No.150) – 1 July 1916 – Garda Museum.
3. National Library of Ireland, Constabulary Gazette, 1916 - POS Microfilm – 9605.
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