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      For my father, Declan Horgan, who lived his life by his faith and his principles. The greatest man I knew. And for my mother, Dodie, whose love and dedication to her family has never faltered. They taught me what was important and what was not. I am blessed to have had them as parents.

    

  


  
    
      

    


    
      




      


      ‘You cannot conquer Ireland; you cannot extinguish the Irish passion for freedom. If our deed has not been sufficient to win freedom, then our children will win it by a better deed.’


      P. H. Pearse at his court martial


      




      


      ‘Hope for success, under all circumstances – have your heart. You may live to see Ireland what she ought to be; but, whether or not, let us die in the faith.’


      Jemmy Hope (1764–1847), United Irishman
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    Preface


    Our history is an essential part of our heritage; a narrative, or perhaps more accurately, narratives, that define us as a nation. Academically speaking, history is researched and recorded by historians who, if true to their profession, will do this in an impartial and uncensored manner. But all too frequently what has been recounted, researched and recorded is refined and repackaged by politicians and leaders of society to meet the political and economic requirements of the day. This distillation of history down to a few core events and the actions of a few central characters does little justice to the long and complex story of our nation.


    A good example of this is the recent commemoration of the Easter Rising. The event itself was too significant to ignore, but the ideals that inspired it were not emphasised, and some sections of the Proclamation of the Irish Republic were selectively quoted, while others were cautiously avoided. The simplified and expedient narrative propagated declared that Ireland was liberated, which suggests that it was never viewed as more than twenty-six counties by men like Michael Collins and Éamon de Valera. Following the War of Independence, so the simplified narrative continues, the country was not big enough for both, and so Collins and Dev had a falling out and one became good and the other bad, depending on what side you were on. But such a distillation of history down to a few central characters is an injustice to all those who fought and suffered for their country’s freedom. The ordinary men and women who played their part and asked for nothing in return became incidental and peripheral characters.


    But, as frequently occurs, it is in the incidental that the essence is found; it is the periphery that defines what is central. The local contributions of ordinary men and women are what defined Ireland’s wars of the 1916–23 period, as well as those before and after. For most there were no flags or banners, no victory parades, no political office or a life made easier. In their own native parishes and towns these unsung patriots fought for freedom from a sense of duty and with little reference to any central organisation or authority. This was their fight and they remembered their contributions with humility. Soon their deeds were recalled by only a few, and then even fewer, as politics subsumed and distorted history for its own benefit.


    But these forgotten heroes and heroines were not bit players on the national stage – each was a central character. After they played their part, life for them was irrevocably changed, and usually not for the better. Depending on the requirements of the present day, lines can be drawn in the accepted historical narrative after 1916, 1921 or 1923, but such lines could never be drawn in these forgotten soldiers’ lives. For their part in fighting for ‘The Cause’, many were forced into exile, died prematurely, were harried and harassed, became disillusioned and, perhaps worst of all, were forgotten by the people for whom they had suffered so much.


    Thus, this book has been written to record the untold stories of but a few of those from County Kerry who contributed to Ireland’s struggle for national sovereignty. Many saw their contribution regulated to just a few words in the published records, if even that, though all were worthy of much more. My only regret is that so many other little-known patriots from before, during and after the period recorded here could not be included.

  


  
    Introduction


    It could be argued that Kerry people are different to those from other parts of Ireland, but natives of the county are too shrewd to enter such a debate, being comfortable with their own opinion on the matter. Certainly, their history and politics have their own distinctions, many of which have survived the centuries and remain evident to this day. Discussing this by a fireside one evening, the conclusion was that the ‘green gene’ was particularly common, if often unseen, in the psyche of the county’s people. Such a gene defies definition, and existed long before the green colour took its place on the Fenian flag and before scientists used the term to describe the vector that transmits information from generation to generation. But exist it does, perhaps forged centuries ago in the souls of people struggling to survive on bleak hillsides hugging a wave-battered coastline in a land softened by endless mists. Like all genes, sometimes it runs in families, often passed on by mothers, or in others it just appears sporadically. Its manifestation is an independence of spirit, a mind unwilling to be colonised in a land long conquered, a refusal to bow, to be bullied or bribed. It has made us storytellers and poets, patriots and rebels.


    When the all-conquering Anglo-Norman knights of the Fitzgerald family swept into South Kerry in 1261, their advance was halted on the battlefield of Callan by the McCarthys, who made a successful stand in defence of the ancient lands and traditional way of life. Gaelic Ireland survived in the county for another three centuries, by which time the Fitzgeralds, then earls of Desmond, had been subsumed into the culture they had sought to conquer. They too had become enemies of the English crown. It was the killing of the 15th Earl of Desmond, Gerald Fitzgerald, at Glenageenty in 1583 by Irish mercenaries that ended the Desmond rebellions against Elizabeth I and sounded the death knell for the old Gaelic order. The subsequent Elizabethan and Cromwellian plantations displaced the native Irish to the mountains and marginal lands of the county, but they brought with them their culture and a sense of their ancient past. On the rock-strewn mountainsides and in the inhospitable bogs, fertile soil for a strong sense of grievance was found. The dispossessed had little left to them but long memories.


    Perhaps due to geographical isolation or the absence of a dissenting Protestant middle class, the county played no role in the rebellion of 1798. A couple of decades later, one of Kerry’s own, Daniel O’Connell, strode like a colossus through the courtrooms of the crown, the Georgian sitting rooms of Dublin and the British houses of parliament, but it was the Whiteboys of North and East Kerry who had more of an impact on the lives of the people of Kerry, as they resisted the rack rents and tithes that put the poor on the verge of destitution and starvation. Yet today, except for a single monument in Rathmore, their names are forgotten, as their disorganised popular uprising was crushed with hangings, floggings and deportations. Their stories are untold, neglected by the accepted historical narrative in which they were overshadowed by the valorisation of Daniel O’Connell, whose achievements – though deemed remarkable – involved no sacrifices on his part.


    The children of the Whiteboys starved in the Great Famine, which reduced the population of parts of Kerry by over one-third. Dreadful death by starvation and disease, and the subsequent mass emigration, was suffered in silence. Those afflicted were too weak to resist, and many of those who could have helped instead turned their faces away as nature and the crown’s callous inhumanity depopulated the country. But two decades after ‘Black ’47’, the separatist ideals of the Fenians had taken hold in the county. The founding member of the Irish Republican Brotherhood (IRB), James Stephens, found ready converts to his cause amongst the farmers and artisans of South Kerry as he preached the message of rebellion. Unaware that a national uprising had been cancelled, the Fenians of Cahersiveen hoisted the Republican flag over the old McCarthy castle in Ballycarbery and marched in open rebellion towards Killarney on 12 February 1867. The insurrection was short-lived, but it shattered the belief that Ireland was content within the British Empire and that dissent could not be attempted.


    In a bitterly contested by-election in 1872, the voters of Kerry chose the Church of Ireland candidate Rowland Blennerhassett of Isaac Butt’s Home Rule movement over James Dease, who was a Unionist Catholic. The Catholic bishop, the leading clergy and almost all the parish priests supported Dease, a relative of Lord Kenmare. The result caused a national sensation. It was the last Westminster parliamentary election to be held under the non-secret ballot system and this made the result all the more remarkable. Shackles were being cast aside.


    For the small farmers in Kerry, as elsewhere, the visible face of conquest was the landlord. As Irish MPs argued in Westminster for ‘fair rent, fixity of tenure and free sale’, in the countryside many of the Fenians of Kerry joined the Moonlighters, a secret, oath-bound agrarian organisation dedicated to resisting the tyranny of the landlords and guided by the motto: ‘The Land for the People’. Rents were withheld, boycotts enforced and land agents targeted. The parishes of Castleisland – where the Moonlighter organisation was founded – and Firies were described as the most disturbed in Ireland and the saturation of the district by the Royal Irish Constabulary (RIC), accompanied by imprisonments and executions, failed to crush the Moonlighter movement. Within a decade the power of the landlords in the county was broken and peace returned to the Kerry countryside.


    By the first decade of the twentieth century it appeared that, with the promise of Home Rule on the horizon, Kerry, like the rest of Ireland, was once again content within the Empire. This supposed contentment did not last long, however. In 1905 a Sinn Féin club was established in Castleisland and soon a resurgent IRB was recruiting in the county. The Irish Volunteers established their first company outside Dublin in Killarney a week after the organisation’s foundation in November 1913. Recruits flooded in as Republicanism moved from the periphery to the centre of the county’s political life. While some left the organisation to answer John Redmond’s call to aid the imperial war effort, in Kerry many, if not most, remained loyal to the more militant Irish Volunteer leadership. The secretive planning of the 1916 Rising, the unexpected arrival at Banna Strand of Roger Casement and the subsequent countermanding orders from Dublin did, however, result in confusion and chaos in the county. Little happened on that fateful week in Tralee and beyond, except a wave of arrests.


    But from apparent failure came reorganisation and insurrection. Two Volunteers were killed at Gortatlea Barracks in April 1918 during the first attack in Ireland on a crown garrison following the Rising. In 1919 the Republican Army had three brigades, many battalions and a company in each parish in Kerry. Sinn Féin TDs from Kerry were elected to Dáil Éireann, which declared itself the government of an independent Irish Republic in January that year. Armed actions throughout Kerry made the county, as with much of Ireland, ungovernable.


    The summer of 1921 brought an uneasy peace as the Truce ended the fighting to allow for negotiations. Twenty-six counties were given limited freedom within the Empire, an oath of allegiance was demanded and there would be no Republic. This was basically a twentieth-century version of the Tudor policy of ‘surrender and re-grant’ by which the Gaelic chieftains were given recognised ownership of their lands in return for their allegiance to the crown and an end to rebellion. Just as the policy weakened the old Gaelic clans, causing internal strife, so too was the Republican movement sundered 400 years later. Though Kerry was the furthest county from the imposed border that partitioned Ireland, and in reality few had to take an oath of allegiance, its Republicans still declared for a completely independent Republic. In the ensuing Civil War, the British-backed Free State army prevailed. Partition became copper-fastened, as consecutive governments were content to govern twenty-six counties.


    With the passing decades, a few still dissented as they vainly sought to end the division of the country. In the 1930s and 1940s traditional Republicanism remained strong in County Kerry. The government’s response was imprisonment, internment and execution. And still there are those who will not let go of the old ‘Cause’, just as there have always been down through the centuries. Just like the individuals you will find in this book. And so on it goes. Perhaps it really is in our genes.

  


  
    Jerry O’Sullivan


    Jerry O’Sullivan provides an illustrative prologue to this book. The actions of this South Kerry Fenian in 1867 had unintended and horrific consequences. However, they also changed the course of Anglo-Irish relations and caused the British government to attempt for the first time to find a political solution to ‘The Irish Problem’.


    For decades afterwards, often to curry popular support at political rallies, Irish constitutional politicians would refer to the Clerkenwell explosion and how it changed the attitudes of many in the British Establishment in carefully chosen words. When politicians of the Irish Parliamentary Party (IPP) addressed gatherings of their electorate, their words of disapproval were so faint that they seemed almost designed to be interpreted as support. For example, on 22 October 1893 the then leader of the pro-IPP Irish National League, John Redmond, addressed a large crowd in Cork’s Corn Exchange. He was speaking at a rally to support the granting of amnesty to Irish Republican prisoners held in British prisons as a result of the Dynamite Campaign of the 1880s, a series of bombings mainly in London that had been directed from America by the Fenian Jeremiah O’Donovan Rossa. Redmond told the large crowd that:


    Mr Gladstone stated it was only in 1869–70 that the English Parliament commenced even to consider the demands of Ireland for justice and he reminded them of his [Gladstone’s] words when he said that what convinced him of the reality of the Irish Question was the intensity of Fenianism, and what passed the Land Act of 1870 was the chapel bell that rung [sic] in Clerkenwell. (Cheers) It was easy to denounce the methods of these men. He [Redmond] had never approved of the methods of those who had used any explosives in their effort to get justice for Ireland … But, after all, they knew what the motives of these men were and they had the testimony of Mr Gladstone himself that it was through the effect of action of this kind that he and the English people had their ears opened to the demands of the Irish Nationalists.1


    Those funeral bells that tolled in Clerkenwell in 1867 may have been an unintended consequence of the actions of Jeremiah O’Sullivan of Caherdaniel, but their ringing ensured that this district near central London would forever be enshrined in British political and judicial history. The ‘Irish War’ had come to London’s streets.


    O’Sullivan was born in the parish of Caherdaniel in south-west Kerry in 1845. His father was a national schoolteacher, who had come from Valentia Island to teach in a school opened by Daniel O’Connell, The Liberator, on his estate at Caherdaniel for the children of his tenants. Jerry O’Sullivan, as he was known, received a good education and at the age of sixteen travelled to London for employment, probably in the civil service.2 His father may have been dead at this stage as his mother lived with him in London. It was in his adopted city that O’Sullivan joined the IRB, and by 1867 he was the head of the Fenian circle in the High Holborn and Clerkenwell districts.


    In February 1867 the Fenians from Cahersiveen briefly rose in rebellion and the following month there were other small but unsuccessful risings in several areas of Ireland. However, any hope of a coordinated, successful rebellion had gone by the time the executive of the IRB gathered in Manchester in September of that year to consider the organisation’s future actions. The presence of an informer, John Joseph Corydon, who was brought to the city by the police, resulted in the arrest of Thomas Kelly, the leader of the IRB, and his deputy Timothy Deasy.3


    Under the command of Ricard O’Sullivan Burke, an American Civil War veteran and the senior procurement officer for the Fenians, a plan was implemented to have Kelly and Deasy rescued as they travelled to court from prison. While Kelly and Deasy were freed when the prison van was attacked, a policeman, Sergeant Charles Brett, was shot dead. Three of the rescue party – William Allen, Michael Larkin and Michael O’Brien – were arrested, convicted and subsequently executed for his killing, becoming known as the Manchester Martyrs.


    Burke returned to Birmingham, where he was living at the time, and sought to buy a consignment of weapons, but his actions aroused the authorities’ suspicions. On 20 November 1867 he and another Fenian, Colonel Joseph Theobald Casey, were arrested in London and consigned to Clerkenwell Prison to await trial in connection with the attempted purchase of weapons. The importance of both men to the organisation was such that the local IRB immediately began to plan their escape.


    Jerry O’Sullivan’s High Holborn district of London would be the area through which the two prisoners would be brought when going to their preliminary hearing in Bow Street Police Station and later to their trial at Newgate. His circle met to discuss possible action, but were divided on how to proceed.4 The meeting was adjourned and resumed the following night, but while some agreed with O’Sullivan’s proposal to rescue the men, others disagreed. A third meeting was arranged and at this O’Sullivan secured the assistance of seven men to hold up the police van carrying the two Fenian prisoners as they went to court through the crowded streets of London. On further consideration this plan was judged foolhardy and dangerous, so it was then decided to spring the prisoners from Clerkenwell Gaol. The prison was of typical Victorian design and was surrounded by a twenty-foot-high wall.


    O’Sullivan was fortunate to have within his confidence Anne Justice, a tailor’s wife who was sympathetic to the Fenian cause. She brought Burke and Casey their dinner each day in prison, as was often the practice at the time. This allowed her to converse with Burke. He had gained considerable experience of explosives while serving in the Union Army during the American Civil War and later worked as an engineer. Burke calculated for Justice the amount of gunpowder required to blow a hole in the prison’s wall. O’Sullivan subsequently purchased 548lbs of gunpowder with money collected from sympathisers, including a local parish priest, who contributed on the basis that the prisoners had every right to be set free but on condition that no damage be done to the neighbourhood of the prison. The explosives were packed in a barrel used for kerosene and a fuse was attached. Deferring to Colonel Burke’s knowledge of explosives, Jerry O’Sullivan followed the orders passed to him, though he considered the amount of gunpowder ‘to be excessive and dangerous’. Later he recorded that while ‘they detested the English Tory government then in power, that was no reason why we should entertain any ill will to the masses of the English people.’5


    At certain times of the day, the prisoners in Clerkenwell Gaol were permitted to exercise in a yard close to the prison wall. The throwing of a rubber ball over the wall was to be the signal that the explosive was about to be detonated and, in the chaos caused by the explosion, Burke and Casey were to escape through the hole blown in the wall. On the appointed day the ball was thrown but the fuse failed to detonate the explosive and so the attempted rescue was abandoned. However, one of the conspirators, a former soldier, went to the police and informed them of the plot. Consequently Scotland Yard sent a number of armed detectives to the precincts of the prison to thwart any further escape attempt. The prison authorities also took the precaution of not permitting Burke and Casey to go to the exercise yard.


    Remarkably, on 13 December 1867 the detectives assigned to the vicinity of Clerkenwell Prison failed to notice a handcart, covered in a black, old-fashioned tablecloth and containing the barrel of explosives, being wheeled up to the wall. Jerry O’Sullivan lit the fuse and quickly left. The powerful explosion succeeded in blowing down a 120-foot section of the wall, but the force of the blast also caused tenements on the street to collapse. This resulted in the deaths of twelve people, with many more being injured. With the prisoners still locked in their cells, the escape attempt was a failure, while outside the detectives converged on a scene of devastation as the smoke cleared.


    As O’Sullivan fled the scene, heading southwards towards Blackfriars Bridge armed with two American revolvers and wearing a heavy coat, he was aided by the short, extremely foggy December evening. Chasing him were six detectives carrying pistols, one of whom opened fire, wounding O’Sullivan on the right elbow. He ran for several miles and managed to cross Blackfriars Bridge with the police still following and shouting ‘Stop, thief.’ A man on a dray heeded their call and grabbed O’Sullivan by the left arm. With the pistol in his right hand, he hit the man on the side of the head, knocking him unconscious. The chasing police were now very close but O’Sullivan again outpaced them. On reaching the Surrey Canal, he made a determined effort and jumped across it, leaving his pursuers behind as he merged into the crowds and Victorian London’s notorious fog. He made his way to a friend’s house while the policemen were being pulled from the canal by local bargemen. O’Sullivan spent several weeks in hiding in London and then, despite a massive manhunt for him, boarded a ship for France and made his way to Paris, which had a sizeable sympathetic émigré population from Ireland.


    With the attempt to free him from prison having failed, Ricard O’Sullivan Burke was tried and convicted of procuring arms on 30 April 1868. He was sentenced to fifteen years’ imprisonment but, feigning insanity, was released in 1871 and continued his eventful life in America.6 Joseph Casey, the other Clerkenwell prisoner, was not convicted and lived the remainder of his life in Paris as a newspaper typesetter. He was a friend of James Joyce in later life and was the model for the character of Kevin Egan in Ulysses. He died in 1907.


    Some of Jerry O’Sullivan’s co-conspirators were tried for their part in the explosion. Only one man, Michael Barrett of Fermanagh, was convicted, though it appeared he was not actually in London on the day of the explosion. The trial was controversial and, in Westminster, John Bright, MP, called for a retrial. Other MPs also had doubts about the verdict. They pointed to the inconsistencies in the prosecution witnesses’ evidence and the fact that the chief crown witness, Patrick Mullany, an Irish tailor arrested after the explosion, had been given £100 and a passage to Australia for agreeing to sign a statement declaring that Barrett was responsible for the explosion. Gladstone’s government agreed to examine the case further and postponed the execution. However, the pressure for an immediate execution, exerted by Queen Victoria and Conservative MPs, prevailed and Barrett was hanged.7 On 26 May 1868 he became the last man to be publicly executed in Britain.


    From Paris, Jerry O’Sullivan crossed the Atlantic to New York. On arrival, he again became active in Irish Republican activities. He joined Clan na Gael, the Irish Republican organisation based in the USA, and was a supporter of the ‘New Departure’, in which the physical-force movement of Clan na Gael sought common ground with the constitutional nationalists of the IPP, led by Charles Stewart Parnell. With the death of Parnell in 1891, however, he lost faith in constitutional nationalist politics.8 But he did remain a supporter of Clan na Gael and became a member of The Friends of Irish Freedom when it was founded in America in March 1916 to support the Republican cause in Ireland.9 His grand-niece, Kathleen O’Connell, who lived in Chicago, was also associated with Clan na Gael and acted as a courier for its leader John Devoy. When de Valera toured the United States in 1919, she became his private secretary, a position she held until her death in 1956.


    Jerry O’Sullivan was no ‘wide-eyed extremist’; he was well-read and enthusiastic about the Irish language.10 He regretted the loss of innocent lives in the Clerkenwell explosion and placed the blame on Burke. He later wrote:


    The quantity of powder he [Burke] ordered us to use, I considered excessive and dangerous to the adjoining houses. We carried out his orders too faithfully by putting 548 pounds of refined powder into a common kerosene barrel and sent 120 feet of the wall with the angle of the prison sky high. But Oh, horror, eight [sic] people lost their lives in the adjoining district and 120 [sic] were maimed for life. Such was the result of an order issued by a man who acted in the capacity of captain of military engineers for four years in the American Civil War and who should have a better knowledge of the capacity of explosives. There was no person concerned in the affair who was not horror-stricken by the unfortunate occurrence.11


    For O’Sullivan, his actions at Clerkenwell changed his world forever, forced him into a life of exile and today he is all but forgotten. Until his death, he bore the burden of regret for the loss of innocent lives that he caused, though he remained true to his cause. Many others in the subsequent decades would go on to face similar burdens and mental torment – all arising from their contribution to Ireland’s fight for freedom.


    Jeremiah O’Sullivan never returned to Ireland and died in New York on 6 November 1922 at the age of seventy-seven, six months after Ricard O’Sullivan Burke died in Chicago.

  


  
    Dan O’Mahony
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    Courtesy of Eamon Breen.



    



    In the darkness of a January evening in 1921 a stranger arrived at Castleisland railway station. The train, being delayed, was not met by the usual RIC patrol, whose routine was to inspect the alighting passengers for suspicious individuals such as this man, IRA organiser and General Headquarters (GHQ) staff captain Andy Cooney. Cooney had been sent by GHQ to reinvigorate the Kerry No. 2 Brigade, which was commanded by the aging Dan O’Mahony, who lived in the town.1 Andy Cooney, who was from Tipperary, had been a medical student in Dublin before he exchanged his college life for that of an IRA officer. He walked the half mile from the station to the premises of O’Mahony’s nephew, David Griffin, whose newsagents shop was on the same street as the RIC barracks. Griffin then brought him to meet O’Mahony.


    Cooney describes how he was ‘struck’ by the imposing nature and the friendliness of the bearded fifty-eight-year-old man who ‘had been once game shooting in Africa’. Cooney introduced himself using the alias Jim Browne and explained what he had in mind for the brigade. ‘Well,’ O’Mahony replied, ‘in view of what you are going to do, as I am an old man and the place is very disorganised, I’ll send you Humphrey Murphy, quartermaster of the Bde [brigade] and he is active and good. I think I can’t go on with this, so I’ll send in my resignation.’ But Cooney told the old soldier that he had not come for his resignation, whereupon Dan O’Mahony countered that he ‘was not fit to go through with this’.2


    Whether Cooney recognised it or not, O’Mahony had decided it was time to pass on the torch that he had carried for over a decade to a younger generation – he had done his bit for ‘The Cause’ and now others would take up what had been handed to him many years before. O’Mahony had seen the world and knew its ways. The wisdom gained in a long and eventful life allowed him to see that something was coming that could only be done by younger, more energetic – though no less idealistic – men. He obviously saw in them much of what he himself had once been.


    Daniel O’Mahony was born in 1862 in Cloonacurrig to parents who had survived the Great Famine less than fifteen years previously. He was one of nine children born on a small farm three miles south of the market town of Castleisland. He attended Castleisland Boys National School, where he was described as ‘having a modest and retiring disposition’.3 While the first years of his life saw relative growth in the agricultural economy of Ireland, the latter years of the 1870s witnessed an economic downturn. In 1879 this was exacerbated by exceptionally bad weather, which saw crop failures and poor supplies of turf, the basic fuel of tenant farmers. The outcome of this was near-famine conditions and widespread economic distress amongst tenant farmers, resulting in evictions in the Castleisland district. That winter the first group of Moonlighters was formed in the townland of Cahereens, less than a mile from the O’Mahony farm. Its leader, or Captain Moonlight as he was referred to, was an old Fenian, Bob Finn. The stated aim of the group was the freedom of Ireland, but the immediate goal was to prevent ‘land grabbing’, a practice whereby people took over the tenancy of farms from which families had been evicted. This secret and oath-bound society rapidly gained recruits, and widespread agrarian disturbances followed throughout Castleisland and its neighbouring parishes.


    Young Dan O’Mahony, still in his teens, became an enthusiastic participant, as the Moonlighters pitted tenants against their landlords and the civil authorities. The Kerry Champion newspaper later reported that ‘he was a member of the first company of Moonlighters at Dysert with his old friend and schoolmate, the late Mr P. M. Quinlan. Under the command of Major Hussey, that Dysert Company put a wholesome fear into the hearts of all landlords, land agents and land grabbers.’4


    In an attempt to restore order, the Westminster parliament passed the Coercion Act of 1881, which gave draconian powers to the civil authorities in Ireland, but its enforcement only served to inflame the situation.5 Repression was met by resistance and this came to a head at Lisheenbaun Cross, a mile from the O’Mahony home, when on 30 March 1882 local landlord and magistrate Arthur Herbert was assassinated while returning from presiding at the Castleisland Petty Sessions. This resulted in widespread arrests in the district, including that of Dan O’Mahony, who was imprisoned in Dundalk Gaol. However, an inability to recruit informers and a lack of evidence meant that O’Mahony and the others detained were released without charge. But having come to the notice of an increasingly repressive RIC, O’Mahony decided, along with others from the area, to depart for the safety of America.


    O’Mahony’s destination was New York and there he became involved with the Irish-American Republican organisation Clan na Gael. He was associated with the more militant wing of the movement, which, under the guidance of O’Donovan Rossa, had been involved in a bombing campaign in England in the 1880s. The details of his life in America have been lost, but in the 1890s, like many others, he travelled westwards as news of discoveries of gold offered hopes of wealth. Prospecting for gold brought disappointment to most but it appeared that O’Mahony did achieve some moderate success and this is probably what planted the seeds for further adventure as he headed for his third continent, Africa.


    British imperial interests in southern Africa had expanded in the last decade of the nineteenth century. Encouraged by men such as Cecil Rhodes, South Africa and modern-day Zimbabwe became areas ripe for exploitation, with their rich farmland and abundant mineral and diamond wealth. This new frontier attracted European settlers and those in search of a quick fortune or just adventure. Dan O’Mahony was probably in the latter category as he went to the Cape Colony from America.


    Sixty years earlier, rejecting British rule in what had become their homeland, many Boers, descendants of seventeenth-century Dutch colonisers who had settled in the Cape, migrated northwards and established two independent Boer republics: The Orange Free State and The Transvaal. The commercial mining of gold near Johannesburg made the Transvaal economically successful and by 1895 the British had set their sights on the mineral wealth of this Boer republic and began destabilising its government. In December of that year British workers in the mines of the Transvaal gold fields were encouraged to revolt and were supported by a ‘volunteer’ force that invaded from the British-ruled Cape Colony in the south. This small army was led by Leander Starr Jameson, and Dan O’Mahony was invited to partake in the enterprise. Still an Irish Republican at heart, he refused to take part in what became known as the Jameson Raid. The attempted invasion of the Transvaal by the unofficial British force was a fiasco but it began a series of events that culminated in the Boer Wars.


    Shortly afterwards, O’Mahony travelled northwards to modern-day Zimbabwe and central Mozambique and there earned a reputation as a ‘big game hunter’.6 It was there, in what is now the Gorongosa National Park, that he met with British adventurers Ewart Grogan and Arthur Sharp.7 Both were on a journey from Cape Town to Cairo and like O’Mahony were enthusiastic hunters of lions, elephants and buffalo. Grogan later described the days they spent with O’Mahony hunting big game in From The Cape to Cairo: The First Transverse of Africa from South to North, published in 1900. This widely read book had an introduction written by, and was dedicated to, Sir Cecil Rhodes, who is regarded as the epitome of British imperialism, but it was with a detestation of such imperialism that O’Mahony returned to Castleisland shortly after the new century began. He had by then spent nine years in the area of the Zambezi Basin.


    In the years preceding his return to Kerry, the Republican and radical nationalist spirit that had swept the county in his youth had become almost extinct. Constitutional nationalism was in the ascendant. Though the IPP was riven by factionalism, it appeared that its leader, John Redmond, would finally deliver Home Rule to the country. However, it was not towards the established political parties that O’Mahony gravitated on his return to Castleisland, but rather to a small and recently established group which preached an ‘Irish Ireland’ philosophy. Sinn Féin was established in Dublin in 1905 and though not in the political mainstream, it found a following in those whose national aspirations would not be met by Home Rule but only by complete independence. The secretary of the Castleisland Sinn Féin Club, Seán Ó Riada, had headed the poll by a large majority when he stood in the previous Rural District Council elections, but in 1908 he declined to put his name forward for the elections of that year.8 O’Mahony was at the time the treasurer of the Castleisland Sinn Féin Club and a member of the party’s National Council.9 He was, with club chairman James O’Connor, selected to contest the election for the Castleisland division of the Rural District Council of Kerry County Council and both men were subsequently elected as Sinn Féin candidates in 1908.10 As that decade was coming to an end, the IRB began recruiting in Kerry and it is probable O’Mahony was, or became, a member of this secret oath-bound organisation during this period.


    With the expectation of the granting of Home Rule to Ireland, the IPP, with its various factions, still remained the dominant force in local and national politics. O’Mahony and those who shared his Republican ideology could but occupy the margins of the political stage. But in November 1913 the formation of the Irish Volunteers in Dublin marked a pivotal moment as militant nationalism announced its presence. On 28 November a company of the Irish Volunteers was established in Killarney and, thereafter, units were formed throughout the county, including in Castleisland in April 1914. The Irish Volunteers in Kerry quickly came under the influence of the IRB. Austin Stack, a leading member of the GAA and the county’s head of the IRB, was appointed the O/C of the Kerry Volunteers, while Dan O’Mahony was appointed in the subordinate role of O/C of the Volunteers in South Kerry. O’Mahony’s command ran from Brosna in the north to Kenmare in the south and included the town of Killarney. In addition to his leadership in the Irish Volunteers, O’Mahony had also been elected as the chairman of Sinn Féin in East Kerry, a role that became even more significant in the years after the 1916 Rising when the party would totally eclipse the IPP.


    On 20 September 1914, in a speech at Woodenbridge, County Wicklow, Redmond advocated that the Irish Volunteers should enlist in the British Army to aid in the imperial war effort in the hope that this would persuade the Westminster parliament to look favourably on the implementation of the Home Rule Bill when the war was over. The result was a split in the Volunteer movement both nationally and in Castleisland. The membership in the town divided almost equally, with O’Mahony, W. H. O’Connor, Thade (T. T.) O’Connor and Fr Pat Brennan supporting the more Republican position of Eoin MacNeill, the leader of the Irish Volunteers.


    Although O’Mahony had been overseeing the recruiting for, and drilling of, the Irish Volunteers in the south and east of the county for a number of years by 1916 – especially around his power base in Castleisland – he was not one of the few in Kerry entrusted with the plan to land German arms at Fenit as a prelude to the 1916 Rising, and played no role in the chaos that ensued amongst the leadership in Tralee following the capture of the Aud and the arrests of Roger Casement and Austin Stack. O’Mahony’s instructions with regard to the insurrection had been to gather the Volunteer companies from Castleisland, Currans, Firies and Scartaglin at the townland of Camp, a mile west of Castleisland, adjacent to the Tralee road. There, he was to await the arrival of the Killarney Volunteers and receive arms for his men. Then, at the head of a large, well-armed body, he was to march into County Limerick as part of a large-scale uprising in the West of Ireland.


    When the countermanding order issued by Eoin MacNeill reached Kerry on Easter Sunday, it meant that there was no general uprising in the county. The Volunteers who had gathered in Tralee that day were ordered to disperse, and in Killarney there was no gathering at all. However, late on Easter Monday news of the rebellion in Dublin reached O’Mahony, and he then presumed that he was to follow the original plan to muster the men of South and East Kerry near Castleisland. He had couriers sent to Firies, Currans, Scartaglin, Currow and Castleisland, and O’Mahony’s men gathered on Easter Tuesday as ordered, ready to fight for Ireland’s freedom. But no further orders came from the Volunteer leadership in Tralee, where those leaders who had not been arrested had gone to ground, and the weapons to be distributed to O’Mahony’s men were by that time in the sunken hold of the Aud at the bottom of Cork Harbour. With the rebels waiting for several hours at the meeting place to no avail, enthusiasm gave way to disappointment and O’Mahony ordered his men to return to their homes. Each company was told to have one man on standby in the forlorn hope that what had been meticulously planned might yet come to fruition. However, Easter Week passed and there was no rebellion in Kerry.


    Over the next week, soldiers of the Leinster Regiment and other detachments were drafted into the county in support of the RIC, who quickly began to reassert the rule of the crown. On Tuesday 9 May O’Mahony was arrested at his Castleisland home by troops of the London Scottish Regiment and brought to Tralee Barracks. He was later transported to Richmond Barracks in Dublin, from where he was one of the almost forty Kerry men sent to Frongoch. He was released just before Christmas and arrived back to Castleisland on 16 December 1916. At the railway station he was met by a large crowd of supporters, and a celebratory parade through the town was led by the local fife and drum band.


    Following his release, he returned with renewed vigour to his command of both the Irish Volunteers in South Kerry and his chairmanship of the East Kerry Sinn Féin executive. In 1917 there was an influx of new members to the Volunteers and increased support for Sinn Féin in Kerry. This was further boosted the following spring by the proposal to conscript Irishmen to replenish the depleted ranks of the British Army as the Great War dragged on into a fourth year. New Volunteer companies were formed and there was an increase in drilling and marching as the countryside became more politicised and militarised.


    At a court in Tralee on 8 April 1918, Dan O’Mahony, together with John and James O’Shea of Portmagee, were charged before the resident magistrate, Mr E. M. P. Wynne, with being involved in illegal drilling.11 A large crowd voiced their support for the prisoners from the public gallery, whereupon the magistrate ordered the court to be cleared. A riot ensued on the street as baton-wielding policemen were forced to retreat, and order was only restored with the arrival of a detachment of the military. The three men defiantly refused to recognise the court’s right to try them. Not impressed, Wynne sentenced them to a month in prison and then added three months in lieu of them entering a bail bond upon release.12 O’Mahony served his sentence in Belfast Gaol, where fellow Kerryman Austin Stack was O/C of the large number of Republican prisoners incarcerated there because of the government clampdown on anti-conscription protests and the supposed German links of the resurgent Volunteer organisation.


    Following the end of the Great War, a general election was called in the United Kingdom, with polling to take place on 14 December 1918. Although O’Mahony was the undisputed leader of the Republican movement in East and South Kerry, it was decided by the East Kerry Sinn Féin executive that Liverpool-born 1916 veteran Piaras Béaslaí would be the candidate for the East Kerry constituency. Béaslaí’s father was from near Killarney and his national profile made him a unifying figure. With the withdrawal of the other candidates before the election, Béaslaí was elected unopposed to represent East Kerry in the first Dáil, which assembled in Dublin’s Mansion House on 21 January 1919.13 O’Mahony’s organisational emphasis then concentrated on the military wing of the growing Republican movement and on the establishment of the Dáil courts, which did much to undermine the British civil administration. With Fr Pat Brennan, a local curate, and Ulick O’Sullivan of Currans, O’Mahony sat as a judge in these Republican arbitration courts in the Castleisland district.14


    In early 1919 the Irish Volunteers in County Kerry were reorganised into a brigade structure. The north and west of the county were assigned to Kerry No. 1 Brigade under the command of Paddy Cahill. The eastern and southern battalions were grouped as Kerry No. 2 Brigade and O’Mahony was appointed as its O/C. The geographically remote south-west of the county became Kerry No. 3 Brigade, which was led by Jerome Riordan of Cahersiveen. Dan O’Mahony’s command was composed of five battalions: the 1st Battalion, centred on Castleisland; the 2nd Battalion commanded by Paddy Riordan and based in Firies; John Joe Rice’s 3rd Battalion in the Kenmare district; the Killarney 4th Battalion commanded by Michael Spillane; and the 5th Battalion in the Rathmore area led by Dan Dennehy.


    By the spring of 1920 the route marches and drilling had ceased and, though arms were scarce, a campaign of guerrilla warfare began. On 25 March the RIC barracks at Gortatlea, three miles west of Castleisland, was attacked and destroyed. This was followed by an attack on the barracks at Scartaglin, four miles to the east, on the night of 31 March. Although its defenders managed to fight off their attackers, this post was abandoned within days. In late May, at a meeting of the brigade staff, O’Mahony sanctioned an attack on the barracks in the remote village of Brosna, eleven miles north-east of Castleisland. The attack was to be led by Tadhg Matt O’Connor, the 1st Battalion commander, but it had to be abandoned as it became apparent that the RIC had prior knowledge of what was to occur. Two weeks later O’Connor returned to Brosna with a large force, but failed to capture the well-defended building despite a sustained attack.


    Following an attack on Rathmore Barracks in July, there was a lull in IRA activity in East Kerry during the autumn of 1920. The most active units, all within a seven-mile radius of Castleisland, were coming under increasing pressure from the crown forces. The IRA in the Killarney area was virtually inactive, and ineffective leadership in the other battalions led to poor organisation and a lack of effective weapons. Now aged fifty-eight, O’Mahony was unable to exert sufficient authority in areas distant from his Castleisland base.


    In the first week of November, following the death of Terence MacSwiney, a general order was issued from IRA headquarters in Dublin to engage the crown forces whenever and wherever possible. Consequently, there was a significant number of attacks and resultant RIC casualties in the Kerry No. 1 Brigade area. But this was not mirrored in the Kerry No. 2 Brigade district, where attacks only occurred in Castleisland.


    Some of the more active local Volunteers in the Castleisland district were anxious to establish a full-time flying column in the area as so many of them were by then ‘on the run’. They were also concerned by the lack of effective activity in other areas of South Kerry. At a secure location near the village of Currans, officers from the Scartaglin, Ballymacelligott, Cordal and Currow companies attended a meeting to discuss these matters. However, O’Mahony was not informed of this gathering or its purpose. As a result of the discussion, a letter was forwarded to GHQ in Dublin requesting assistance in organising a flying column and also proposing a change in leadership within the brigade. It was suggested that Humphrey Murphy, the brigade quartermaster, should replace O’Mahony as the commanding officer.


    Whether the letter had any effect is not known, as GHQ had already decided in November to send an organiser to the area, though for several reasons the person chosen, Andy Cooney, was not dispatched until shortly after Christmas. What happened next has already been recorded at the start of this chapter. The episode left Cooney embarrassed and O’Mahony probably aggrieved, but the wise old soldier knew that a new start was needed. Humphrey Murphy became the Kerry No. 2 Brigade O/C and put in place a newer and more aggressive staff. Underperforming officers were soon replaced and a flying column was established. Within three months, South Kerry had become one of the most bitterly contested areas in the country and remained so until the end of the Civil War. But from that meeting in January 1921, Dan O’Mahony’s war was effectively over.


    O’Mahony took no active part in the final six months of the war and although he remained supportive of the Republican cause, he did not participate in the Civil War. But his failure to accept the legitimacy of the Free State came at a cost, as its garrison in Castleisland frequently detained him and used him as a hostage as their convoys travelled through the hostile countryside that surrounded the town. Following the end of the Civil War, O’Mahony shunned the emerging politics of the new state. He was greatly disillusioned by how events had unfolded nationally and felt aggrieved at his treatment in 1921 by his comrades. But despite it all, he remained a Republican at heart.15


    O’Mahony never married and dedicated the final years of his life to his shop and milling business in Castleisland. By 1934 his health was failing. In June of that year, when invited to chair an organisation to support the rights of IRA veterans in the East Kerry area, he regretted that due to ill health he could not accept the position.16 He died at his home on the Killarney road, Castleisland, on 23 October that year. A guard of honour of his former IRA comrades with rifles reversed led the vast funeral procession to Kilbannivane Cemetery. A volley of shots was fired in salute as his coffin was lowered into the ground. Notable amongst the firing party was Humphrey Murphy.17 Then his lieutenant of former days, Maurice O’Sullivan of Dysert, in a graveside oration, reminded the crowd that they were laying to rest ‘an unselfish lover of his country’ and, that ‘as a determined foe of his country’s enemies, he had few equals’.18
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    Marguerite Fleming and her husband Dr Thomas O’Connor Sinnott.Courtesy of Denis Fleming.


    



    Marguerite Fleming was born on 16 February 1889 in the townland of Milleen in Kilcummin parish, seven miles to the north of Killarney. Her father, William, was a prosperous, hard-working farmer and cattle dealer, and was fifty-eight when Marguerite was born. Having been widowed twice already, William Fleming married Margaret Morris and the couple had two children, Marguerite and her brother, Will Patrick, who was a year younger. Their mother and a third baby died during a difficult labour. Marguerite was educated in the local national school and later by the Loreto nuns at their convent outside Killarney. Shouldered with responsibility at a young age, she and her brother initiated a thriving business supplying local farmers with farm tools and other goods and equipment.1 Many years later, senior Republican Sighle Humphreys, who worked with Marguerite in the Republican movement, wrote that Marguerite and her brother were quite well off but lost almost everything for ‘The Cause’.2


    While the Irish Volunteers were well organised in East Kerry by the spring of 1914, it took several years before Cumann na mBan, the women’s Republican organisation, had a similarly firm footing. Cumann na mBan, like the Volunteers, aimed to secure independence for Ireland and its members worked closely with their male counterparts. In June 1918 a branch of Cumann na mBan was established in Kilcummin parish and Marguerite was elected its leader, also serving as its treasurer. The branch, named for the townland of Anabla, had Ellen Cronin as its secretary. In an era where leisure time was scarce, the women of Cumann na mBan could only meet during evenings and at the weekend but, despite this, lectures and parades were a regular occurrence. Sports and cultural events were organised by the women as a means of collecting funds for the expanding Volunteer movement.


    In 1919 Kerry No. 2 Brigade of the Irish Volunteers was divided into five battalions and the organisation of the women’s movement grew to mirror this, with Anabla Company being attached to the 5th Battalion. Marguerite Fleming was later appointed O/C or president of the district council of Cumann na mBan for the 5th Battalion area, which comprised companies from Rathmore, Gneeveguilla, Bealnadeega, Anabla, Barraduff and Glenflesk.3 Being single, a little older than the average volunteer and with an organisational ability born from a keen business sense, she proved a competent leader of the women of East Kerry.


    With the arrival of the summer of 1920, the guerrilla warfare that characterised the Anglo-Irish war was beginning to gain momentum, especially in Munster. There was a realisation among the IRA’s GHQ staff that the fighting men required extensive support if they were to be successful in their struggle against the forces of the crown. Men would have to be billeted, wounds dressed, weapons hidden and transported, dispatches carried and eyes and ears open everywhere. With this in mind, the activities of Cumann na mBan became more focused on the armed struggle.


    When GHQ recognised a leadership deficit in the South Kerry area, it sent an organiser, Andy Cooney, to the brigade in January 1921 to increase its effectiveness. Within days, Humphrey Murphy had replaced the aging Dan O’Mahony as O/C of Kerry No. 2 Brigade and John Joe Rice became the vice-commandant (V/C). Tom Daly became the adjutant and Con O’Leary the quartermaster. Having changed the old guard to a more aggressive and effective leadership, Cooney toured the large brigade hinterland to meet and encourage the Volunteer ranks. At his side, as he travelled the byways of South and East Kerry in a pony and trap, was Marguerite Fleming, serving as a guide but, more importantly, verifying by her presence the bona fides of this outsider who had come to their countryside to fan the flames of rebellion. By this point Fleming was a full-time Republican activist.


    Cooney’s reorganisation had a profound effect on Kerry No. 2 Brigade. As well as the change in the leadership of four of the five battalions, a flying column was established with its base in the Gap of Dunloe. With Humphrey Murphy and John Joe Rice in command, the war with the crown forces grew in intensity. The Fleming house became a centre for brigade meetings, Sinn Féin courts and IRA courts martial, while Volunteers on the run and billeted in hideouts in the nearby hills were fed from its kitchen. Marguerite’s role continued to grow and she described regular visits to Killarney to collect ammunition purchased by the town’s barmaids from British soldiers. With her business experience she also became an unofficial treasurer for the brigade, a role she was given by quartermaster Con O’Leary.4 The increasing number of men on the run in poor living conditions resulted in illness among the ranks and, with others being wounded in action, there was a need for a place to nurse those requiring medical treatment. A rudimentary hospital was established by Cumann na mBan at the home of the Sweeney family in Kilsarcon and this was supplied with medical equipment and nurses who volunteered to care for the wounded and ill. Later, during the Truce, this basic hospital was moved to the Meredith house at Dicksgrove in Currow, but early in the Civil War it was abandoned.


    Despite the huge contribution to the war effort in South Kerry by the women of Cumann na mBan, Andy Cooney, for all his organisational skills, did not appreciate what those like Marguerite Fleming had achieved. He was anxious that sensitive operational information would not be leaked and, with a derogatory arrogance common amongst men of that era, ordered that ‘the women be told nothing’. The women of Cumann na mBan, who gave him the nickname ‘Kitchener’ after the archetypical, though Kerry-born, British general, resented Cooney’s condescending attitude. Perhaps it is symptomatic of the lack of appreciation for the proven but forgotten role of women in sustaining the conflict that Cooney fails to mention Marguerite Fleming in his account of his time in Kerry during 1921.5


    This contrasts with the praise for Marguerite Fleming found in the reminiscences of Sighle Humphreys, when she recounted her period in South Kerry in the summer of 1921 to historian Uinseann MacEoin in 1979.6 In April 1921 the IRA brigades had been organised into divisions, with the Kerry, Cork and West Limerick areas becoming the 1st Southern Division. The GHQ of Cumann na mBan began a similar reorganisation of its structures in July. To achieve such a divisional command, Sighle Humphreys, a senior figure, was sent to Kerry. She came to Milleen and stayed in the Fleming house just as the Truce with the British was coming into effect. Marguerite Fleming and Sighle Humphreys became familiar figures in the now peaceful countryside as they toured the area inspecting and instructing the local Cumann na mBan units.


    The cessation of the conflict allowed the resolution of some unfinished business from the War of Independence. Several of the men who had lost their lives in the previous year had been secretly buried in remote cemeteries. Fallen Volunteers such as Tom Fleming of Currow and Patrick McCarthy of Killarney had to be disinterred and their remains buried with full military honours in ceremonies in which Cumann na mBan participation was prominent. From the summer of 1921, as life became a little easier following the ceasefire, the Fleming family business could also receive some attention. As well as this, using the freedom of the Truce period and acting on an initiative from Cumann na mBan’s headquarters, Marguerite and one woman from each of the companies under her command went to Dublin for a short period to attend courses on basic nursing care and on how to use weaponry. Returning home, the information was disseminated in lectures and demonstrations to the Cumann na mBan units in South Kerry.


    Meanwhile, the IRA used the months following the implementation of the Truce to increase recruitment and to hold a number of training camps throughout the county. Marguerite was involved with the Kerry No. 2 Brigade camp in the former home of the Meredith family in Currow. There she worked with the support staff, feeding the attendees, staffing the makeshift hospital and raising funds by organising dances and sports days.7


    But the optimism of the summer days of 1921 began to fade with the shortening autumn evenings. Compromise was the word coming from the negotiations in London and, more forebodingly, basic Republican principles were being bartered. War clouds began to gather again as the IRA leadership in Kerry, with the overwhelming backing of its subordinates, rejected the compromises proposed by Michael Collins and the pro-Treaty elements within the fracturing revolutionary movement. Cumann na mBan in Kerry, as elsewhere, was adamant in its opposition to the Articles of Agreement, which were accepted by a narrow majority of Dáil Éireann in January 1922.


    In April 1922 Michael Collins visited Killarney, where he was hailed a hero by the merchant classes, those who prospered under the old colonial regime, the town’s clergy and the diocese’s bishop. Those former IRA men who had been removed from their positions of leadership in the 4th and 5th Battalions now became supporters of the Provisional Government and its new Free State army. The Republican forces in South Kerry were determined that Collins would not promote his pro-Treaty message in the county that they had essentially liberated from the crown forces. A wooden platform had been erected in the town’s marketplace for the occasion with seating for ‘the great and good’ of Killarney town. But John Joe Rice, the Kerry No. 2 Brigade O/C (he had succeeded Murphy in October 1921), Pat Allman, the Killarney-based 4th Battalion chief and the women of Cumann na mBan commanded by Marguerite Fleming led their ranks of armed men and women to the marketplace where, defying the orders of the bishop, they set the wooden platform alight in front of their cheering supporters. Collins’ party retired to the grounds of the nearby Franciscan Friary where, under a compromise reached, he addressed a crowd, many of whom had the same disdain for him a year earlier as they now had for Humphrey Murphy and John Joe Rice. A die had been cast in Killarney that day and momentum towards Civil War was increasing.


    The dawn of 28 June 1922 brought to Dublin the artillery fire that heralded the start of a bitter ten-month civil war. Apart from a few hours of fighting in the North Kerry town of Listowel on 30 June, the county remained quiet for a further six weeks. Kerry IRA fighters sent to Limerick and Tipperary encountered defeat in the conventional warfare that failed to halt the advance of the numerically superior and better-armed Free State forces, as they fought their way southwards. Seaborne landings in Fenit initially on 2 August and then in Tarbert on 3 August and Kenmare a week later allowed Collins’ troops to quickly capture Tralee and the other towns in the county. On 13 August Killarney was the last main town in Kerry to fall, as Republican forces retreated to the countryside that became the battleground for the next eight months.


    Sighle Humphreys described a scene in the summer of 1921 where Marguerite Fleming was preparing a meal for her at her house in Milleen. Bringing Humphreys to the window, she said ‘“Look out, as far as the eye can see, every house there has put up our men” – later, in Free State times, the same house was still ours but, alas, the other houses were no longer open to us.’8 For emphasis, Humphreys had exaggerated a little, as most people in Kerry remained loyal to the Republican cause, but some did not. So the safe houses of previous years were no longer secure and it became necessary to build dugouts in isolated farm buildings, hedgerows and secluded fields to billet men and store arms. Life became harder for the women of Cumann na mBan as dispatches had to be delivered to more desolate areas, food and clothing carried over rough fields, often at night and away from the eyes of neighbours whose loyalties were now uncertain, and, as the fighting intensified, more wounded men had to be nursed.


    On taking control of the town of Killarney, the Free State commanding officer, General Paddy Daly, went to the town’s branch of the National Bank, confiscated the money in the bank account of Marguerite Fleming, which amounted to £252, and ordered that any cheques issued by her were not to be honoured.9 Daly excused his actions by claiming that the money was in an account controlled by the IRA, though it was in fact the business account of the Fleming family. The money on deposit had remained essentially unchanged since before 1919 and Daly knew this from information supplied by the bank. His actions had the effect, perhaps the desired result, of closing the business. Payback occurred four weeks later, when Republican forces under the command of John Joe Rice recaptured the South Kerry town of Kenmare from Daly’s Free State garrison. Rice entered the local bank, took exactly £252 from its vault and gave it to Marguerite Fleming, who was at this stage the commanding officer of Cumann na mBan in his brigade area.10


    Following the capture of Killarney town, Free State forces were confident that it would only be a matter of time before resistance in the rural areas would cease. However, in the final fortnight of August 1922 the IRA had begun to regroup. As part of the planning of this process, the three senior IRA officers – Tom Daly of Knockaneculteen, Dan Mulvihill of Castlemaine and Con O’Leary of Gneeveguilla, all officers on the staff of the 1st Southern Division – came to what was assumed to be a secure location at the home of Will Patrick and Marguerite Fleming at Milleen on the evening of Monday 21 August. But in a little over twelve months since the end of the Black and Tan war, things had changed and while the vast majority of the IRA in the district had remained loyal to the Republican cause, a small group had joined the pro-Treaty forces. It was information from one such former member, Jer Murphy, which brought Paddy Daly and his heavily armed troops to the Fleming house in Milleen at about 6 a.m. the next morning, Tuesday 22 August. As always when such meetings were being held, scouts were posted on the approaches to the roadside two-storey house where Will Patrick’s family lived. However, the informer had been on guard duty around the Fleming house during brigade staff meetings a year before and was careful to guide Daly’s column along a circuitous route avoiding roads where sentries might be posted. The Fleming house was silently surrounded by Daly’s green-uniformed Dublin Guards.
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