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PREFACE (2009)


AS WE APPROACH the centenary of the 1916 Easter Rising and the Irish War of Independence/Anglo-Irish War (1919–1921), interest among scholars and the general public in these historic events gathers unrelenting pace. Recent years have witnessed a slew of books, articles, documentaries and films, emerge at home and abroad all dealing with the events and controversies involved in the struggle for political independence in the period 1916–1922. While many of these projects have re-evaluated and challenged the standard nationalist narrative that dominated for so long, and indeed have contributed to a more nuanced and complex appreciation of the events in question, the absence of the famous Fighting Story series – initially published by The Kerryman newspaper and subsequently republished by Anvil Books – is a notable and regrettable absence. First published in Christmas and special editions of The Kerryman newspaper in the years before the Second World War, the articles subsequently appeared in four independent collections entitled Rebel Cork’s Fighting Story, Kerry’s Fighting Story, Limerick’s Fighting Story and Dublin’s Fighting Story between 1947–49. The choice of counties reflecting the geographical intensity of the campaign as Dr Peter Hart explains in his new introduction to Rebel Cork’s Fighting Story: ‘The Munster IRA … was much more active than anywhere else except Longford, Roscommon and Dublin city.’ Marketed as authentic accounts and as ‘gripping episodes’ by ‘the men who made it’, the series was dramatically described as ‘more graphic than anything written of late war zones’, with ‘astonishing pictures’ and sold ‘at the very moderate price of two shillings’. Benefiting from The Kerryman’s wide distribution network and a competitive price, the books proved immediately popular at home and abroad, so much so that many, if not most, of the books, were purchased by, and for, the Irish Diaspora. This competitive price resulted in part from the fact that ‘the producers were content to reduce their own profit and to produce the booklet at little above the mere cost of production’. Consequently, however, the volumes quickly disappeared from general circulation. Dr Ruán O’Donnell explains in the new introduction to Limerick’s Fighting Story, ‘The shelf life … was reduced by the poor production values they shared. This was a by-product of the stringent economies of their day when pricing, paper quality, binding and distribution costs had to be considered [which] rendered copies vulnerable to deterioration and unsuited to library utilisation.’


The books targeted not only the younger generation, who knew about those times by hearsay only, but also the older generation who ‘will recall vividly a memorable era and the men who made it’. Professor Diarmaid Ferriter notes in the new introduction to Dublin’s Fighting Story that these volumes answered the perceived need for Volunteers to record their stories in their own words in addition to ensuring the proper education and appreciation of a new generation for their predecessors’ sacrifices. The narrative, he writes ‘captures the excitement and the immediacy of the Irish War of Independence and the belief that the leaders of the revolution did not urge people to take dangerous courses they were not themselves prepared to take’. These four books deserve reprinting therefore not only for the important factual information they contain, and the resource they offer scholars of various disciplines, but also because of the valuable window they open on the mentality of the period. As Professor J.J. Lee observes in the introduction to Kerry’s Fighting Story, for anyone ‘trying to reconstruct in very different times the historical reality of what it felt like at the time, there is no substitute for contemporary accounts, however many questions these accounts may raise. We know what was to come. Contemporaries did not.’ The insight these books offer on IRA organisation at local level suggest to Dr Peter Hart ‘why IRA units were so resilient under pressure, and how untrained, inexperienced men could be such formidable soldiers … Irish guerrillas fought alongside their brothers, cousins, school and teammates, and childhood friends – often in the very lanes, fields and streets where they had spent their lives together’. In addition these texts reveal the vital roles, both active and passive, women played in the struggle of Irish Independence.


The establishment of Anvil Books in 1962 saw a reissuing of certain volumes, Cork and Limerick in particular. The link between The Kerryman and Anvil Books was Dan Nolan (1910–1989). Son of Thomas Nolan, and nephew of Daniel Nolan and Maurice Griffin, he was related to all three founders of The Kerryman newspaper that commenced publishing in 1904. His obituary in that newspaper describes how he ‘was only a nipper when he looked down the barrels of British guns as His Majesty’s soldiers tried to arrest the proprietors of The Kerryman for refusing to publish recruitment advertisements. And he saw the paper and its employees being harassed by the Black and Tans.’ On graduating from Castleknock College, he joined the paper’s staff in 1928 replacing his recently deceased uncle, Maurice Griffin. His father’s death in 1939 saw Dan Nolan become the paper’s managing director and his tenure would, in due course, see a marked improvement in its commercial performance: circulation increased and ultimately exceeded 40,000 copies per week, and advertisement revenue also increased significantly. Under his stewardship The Kerryman, according to Séamus McConville in an obituary in the paper, ‘became solidly established as the unchallenged leader in sales and stature among provincial newspapers’. Recognising his talent, the Provincial Newspaper Association elected him president in 1951. Among his projects were the Rose of Tralee Festival, Tralee Racecourse and Anvil Books. Founded in 1962 with Nolan and Rena Dardis as co-directors, Anvil Books established itself as the pre-eminent publisher of memoirs and accounts dealing with the Irish War of Independence. Indeed the first book published by Anvil Books was a 1962 reprint of Rebel Cork’s Fighting Story in a print run of 10,000 copies.


Conscious, no doubt, of the potential for controversy the original foreword was careful not to present the Fighting Stories as ‘a detailed or chronological history of the fight for independence’, and acknowledged ‘that in the collection of data about such a period errors and omissions can easily occur and so they will welcome the help of readers who may be able to throw more light upon the various episodes related in the series. Such additional information will be incorporated into the second edition of the booklets which the present rate of orders would seem to indicate will be called for in the very near future.’ Subsequent editions of Rebel Cork’s Fighting Story and Limerick’s Fighting Story did appear in print with additional material as O’Donnell discusses in his enlightening introduction to Limerick’s Fighting Story, but the proposed Tipperary’s Fighting Story, as advertised in the Limerick volume with a suggested publication date of 1948 and a plea for relevant information or pictures, never materialised. This 2009 edition adheres to the original texts as first published by The Kerryman rather than the later editions by Anvil Books. A new preface, introduction and index frame the original texts that remain as first presented other than the silent correction of obvious typographical errors.


The preface to the final book, Dublin’s Fighting Story, concluded by noting that the publishers ‘would be satisfied if the series serves to preserve in the hearts of the younger generation that love of country and devotion to its interests which distinguished the men whose doings are related therein’. The overall story narrated in these four books is neither provincial nor insular, nor indeed limited to Ireland, but as Lee remarks in Kerry’s Fighting Story, it is rather ‘like that of kindred spirits elsewhere, at home and abroad, an example of the refusal of the human spirit to submit to arbitrary power’. The hasty and almost premature endings of several chapters may be attributed to the legacy of the Irish Civil War whose shadow constantly hovers at the edges threatening to break into the narrative, and in fact does intrude in a few instances. Lee opines that writers avoided the Civil War as it ‘was still too divisive, still too harrowing, a nightmare to be recalled into public memory. Hence the somewhat abrupt ending of several chapters at a moment when hopes were still high and the horrors to come yet unimagined.’


Ireland at the start of the twenty-first century is a very different place than it was when these books were first published. Irish historiography has undergone no less a transformation and to bridge the gap four eminent historians have written new introductions that set the four Fighting Stories in the context of recent research and shifts in Irish historiography. Yet Lee’s assessment in reference to Kerry holds true for each of the four volumes: ‘Whatever would happen subsequently, and however perspectives would inevitably be affected by hindsight, for better and for worse, Kerry’s Fighting Story lays the foundation for all subsequent studies of these foundation years of an independent Irish state.’ As we move toward the centenary of 1916, the War of Independence, the Anglo-Irish Treaty and the Civil War, it is appropriate and fitting that these key texts be once again part of the public debate of those events and it is sincerely hoped that as Ruán O’Donnell states: ‘This new life of a classic of its genre will facilitate a fresh evaluation of its unique perspectives on the genesis of the modern Irish state.’


DR BRIAN Ó CONCHUBHAIR   


SERIES EDITOR   


UNIVERSITY OF NOTRE DAME


EASTER 2009     
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INTRODUCTION (2009)


DISPARAGING COMMENTS WERE sometimes made about the degree of activity against British physical force in Kerry during the War of Independence, not least by Eoin O’Duffy in his unstable Blueshirt period in 1933, perhaps reflecting the less than hospitable reception he had received in the county. It is certainly still true that Kerry is much better known for the horrors of the Civil War there, which saw some of the worst atrocities of that terrible and tragic period, than for the struggle in the preceding years. Indeed it is likely that reluctance to open up the wounds of the later period led to a neglect of the earlier period for fear of where it might lead. Some who were active in the Civil War carried their silence with them to the grave, or spoke only on condition that their accounts would not become available to the public until after their deaths. The Kerryman newspaper therefore rendered an important service to historians when in 1947 it collected some of its earlier reports on the struggle for independence, garnished by recollections of activists of the time. But the Civil War itself was still too divisive, still too harrowing, a nightmare to be recalled into public memory. Hence the somewhat abrupt ending of several chapters in this volume at a moment when hopes were still high and the horrors to come yet unimagined.


Nevertheless the subtitle of the book, ‘Told by the men who made it’, is a shade disingenuous. For of course only a fraction of those ‘who made it’ can have contributed to the volume, often under pen-names. It is extremely important as far as it goes, but it is not complete, from even within the IRA, much less from outside it. Ironically, if the title promises rather more than it delivers – much though it does deliver – in this regard, it actually delivers more than it promises in several important respects, making it even more valuable than appears at first sight.


Firstly, it dates its coverage only from 1916, whereas it really begins in 1913, with the formation of the Irish Volunteers. Indeed, the long first chapter on the spread of the Volunteers in Kerry before the 1916 Rising is among the most valuable in the entire book. It was through the Volunteers that Austin Stack, already renowned as a footballer in a county laying the foundations of its illustrious contribution to the Gaelic Athletic Association (GAA), would like many others rise to prominence in republican ranks. The description of the struggle against John Redmond’s National Volunteers after Redmond’s call in September 1914 for recruits to fight anywhere in the world for Britain, is particularly useful.


Kerry of course found itself very much in the news on the eve of the 1916 Rising when the saga of the Aud, with the German weapons aboard, and of Roger Casement’s arrest after coming ashore at Banna Strand on his quixotic mission, directed eyes, as well as squads of soldiers and police, towards strange happenings in the Kingdom. Clearly sensitive to charges of incompetence over the failure to get the guns ashore, contributors seek to refute in detail, in further valuable contributions, charges of local blundering.


Kerry’s Fighting Story is not only a record of fighting, useful though that is. In fact most of the account from 1916 to 1918, while paying proper attention to the ordeal in 1917 of Thomas Ashe from Lispole, who died on hunger strike from forced feeding, deals with the political build-up to the 1918 general election, a period full of hard organisational graft whose importance is sometimes overlooked in the light of the more spectacular public events to come, but which was indispensable in laying the basis of a Sinn Féin organisation to supersede the Home Rule/Irish Parliamentary Party.


The title too does not quite reveal the full promise of the contents, in that it contains no reference to women, for its account of Cumann na mBan, though brief, is packed with useful information, to say nothing of the evidence scattered throughout of the involvement of women in a variety of rebel activities.


In short, relevant though all the contents are to the actual fight, over half the text is in fact devoted to the preparations for that fight, rather than to details of the military struggle itself. Far more information has become available since 1947, including notable studies dealing directly with many of the events recorded in the 1947 volume. T. Ryle Dwyer’s Tans, Terrors and Troubles: Kerry’s Real Fighting Story 1913-23 (Mercier Press, 2001) carries the story down to the end of the Civil War, and Sinéad Joy’s The IRA in Kerry, 1916–21 (Collins Press, 2005) explores many new sources. Other highly informative contributions include the pioneering studies by Fr Anthony Gaughan, indefatigable biographer of Kerry personalities, two of whom feature frequently here: Austin Stack, and the Home Rule MP for West Kerry, a strong opponent of Sinn Féin and the Volunteers, Tom O’Donnell. Both were published by Kingdom books, in 1977 and 1983 respectively, as was his Memoirs of Constable Jeremiah Mee (Kingdom Books, 1975). Some of the personalities who feature in these volumes can also be found, from rather different perspectives, in the letters of a prominent Tralee family, the Moynihan Brothers in Peace and War 1909–1918, edited and introduced by Deirdre McMahon (Irish Academic Press, 2004).


Given all the new research contained in these volumes, as well as in other publications of the past sixty years, including good work in local journals, like the Journal of Cumann Luachra, one’s initial impulse may be to wonder if reprinting the 1947 volume serves any useful purpose. But the initial impulse should be resisted. The volume deserves reprinting for several reasons. In trying to reconstruct in very different times the historical reality of what it felt like at the time, there is no substitute for contemporary accounts, however many questions these accounts may raise. We know what was to come. Contemporaries did not. But they knew, in a way we cannot, what they hoped the sunrise would bring. One has to drink deep from contemporary reports of conflict to capture not only details, however important, but also feelings, one might even say ‘all that delirium of the brave’, the feelings that accompany awakenings of the spirit, ‘Bliss was it in that dawn’, etc. Great historians may be able to reconstruct those feelings, or great novelists or poets intuitively divine them, like Yeats at times, as in ‘September 1913’, or in his Easter 1916 poems. But that is still different from the words of the participants themselves. And in this case, even when the accounts were composed after the Civil War, which estranged so many former comrades, it seems that an attempt was generally made to remain true to the record of the time.


Contemporary newspaper accounts must always be treated with a degree of suspicion until one has winkled out what lies behind them. What were the biases of the editors and reporters? What was their ideological line? How far did they have to write to satisfy the beliefs of their readers – how well did they know, or intuit, what those beliefs were? How did they determine what their readers wanted? How far did they reflect, how far create, public opinion? The critical analysis of newspapers as sources has begun only very recently among students of the Irish media. Interesting here too will be the study of foreign reporting, like that by Hugh Martin of the Daily News, whose influential reports from Ireland included accounts of the Black and Tan terror in Tralee in November 1920, cited in Kerry’s Fighting Story, and whose experience is recorded in Maurice Walsh’s The News from Ireland: Foreign Correspondents and the Irish Revolution (I. B. Tauris, London, 2008), a book from which students of the Irish media could learn much.


Yet having warned of the pitfalls of over-reliance on contemporary newspapers, some of the issues are fairly straightforward. The Kerryman took great pains to list as many of the participants as possible at the musters of the Irish Volunteers. They are unlikely to have been inaccurate, either in terms of inclusion or exclusion. The paper’s credibility would have suffered seriously and rapidly if it omitted genuine participants, or included bogus ones. The lists of participants at the various demonstrations and parades in the different towns, which may seem unnecessarily detailed, in fact provide basic raw material about the identity of activists on which further inquiry can be based. So do the long lists of the names of assentors and nominators of Sinn Féin election candidates, including several curates. Students of the priesthood in Kerry will find much to ponder here.


It is often overlooked how much social history can be found in the accounts of political events. The Volunteer gatherings were often festive occasions, enlivening somewhat drab daily routines with their parades, often headed by ‘the faithful Strand Street Band’ of Tralee, in demand outside as well as inside Tralee, though several other towns had their own bands. The place of music in brightening up sometimes dreary existences deserves much further enquiry in our social history. There could be too a certain grim jocularity to the differences which emerged between the rival Volunteer groups, as in the struggle in Killorglin for control of the town band. What images of communal harmony are called up by the report that on 18 July 1915, the Killorglin brass band ‘was for the first time entirely made up of Sinn Féiners’, the Redmondites having ‘previously failed in an attempt to take possession of the instruments’. On the other hand one may be inclined to wonder how deep the divisions ran in some places, when one finds both groups of Volunteers marching together in Caherciveen in 1915.


It is naturally difficult to recreate accurately historical reality long bathed in a warm retrospective glow. Later generations are more conscious of internal differences and tensions in the Kerry of the time, some of which would explode horribly in the Civil War. Some of these revolved around differences of material interests, which in turn revolved mainly around land issues, thus at times leading to different profiles of rebel activity between broadly North Kerry, with its bigger farms, better land, and higher ratio of landless labourers, and South Kerry. The account here of the disturbance in Listowel in May 1918 concentrates on conflict over land distribution and redistribution, an issue scarcely confined to that locality alone, but which features only fleetingly in many contemporary accounts, anxious to project an image of complete revolutionary solidarity. Other conflicts could, as always, reflect smouldering tensions either within or between families, even more difficult to reconstruct at this distance.


We are sometimes told that those too close to events cannot see them in proper perspective. That can indeed often be the case, but distance from events can in turn lead to distorted disenchantment with some of the more idealised or romantic conceptions of ages of rebellion and revolution, in Ireland as in every other country. For if distance can clarify and illuminate, it can also blur, making it difficult to recapture atmospheres of expectation and excitement, and this in turn can sometimes lead to an excess of cynicism about idealism among those who have never experienced the exhilaration of a new vision of a new earth. It is of course true that a good deal of reading between the lines can be necessary with contemporary recollections, influenced as they often are by personal relations, or factional loyalties, as well as ideological differences. But then later accounts, not excluding those by academics, can be affected by varieties of unscholarly impulses as well, often concealed behind the guise, or disguise, of allegedly academic impartiality. Contemporary and participant accounts therefore provide indispensable raw material for recapturing psychic reality, even if they cannot speak from hindsight. For if they do not enjoy the advantages of hindsight, neither do they suffer the disadvantages.


There are different possible interpretations of these eventful years. Varieties of perspectives on Kerry’s fighting story can be found in several other publications. But this Kerryman volume remains basic, containing indispensable information that had never been published previously in book form, or some of it in any form, including evocative pictures of many little known, as well as better known, actors in the drama – though one is provoked to wonder at the full story behind the photo of the Boherbee company 1st Tralee battalion, Kerry No. 1 brigade. As the caption coyly comments: ‘Its capture by the crown forces, who used it for identification purposes, seriously impaired the fighting powers of a unit from which great things were expected.’


Given the growth in interest in local history, Kerry’s Fighting Story contains splendid raw material for reconstructing evocative episodes of history in close-knit Kerry communities. There could be few more vivid examples of the potential of local history than the events of these years. Local knowledge of continuity and change, of shops and houses in particular streets, of the bands that played, of the churches where people sought succour and reassurance, of major local events that once transfixed and transformed the participants, and whose anniversaries should surely be celebrated locally, of the terrain of ambush sites, of routes of advance and retreat, of the deeds that were done, the sacrifices made, the defeats and disappointments suffered, the victories won.


Some of the world out of which the resistance fighters came has disappeared for ever. Some of that world can be romanticised in retrospect. But every generation is the richer, and bestows upon later generations a richer legacy – whatever they may do with it – for having in it men and women who refused to bow the knee to those who thought of themselves as the natural born rulers of mankind. Not all of course shared that view. Some may be born to servility, even in Kerry. Some are inevitably eager to ingratiate themselves with their betters, real or presumed. Others reluctantly but inexorably resign themselves to the service of their masters as the best option the accidents of place and date of birth have dealt them. All of that is understandable given human nature. But however mixed the motives of resistance may sometimes be, however unfulfilled some of the dreams, however high the human cost, for themselves and others, Kerry’s fight for freedom will always remain, like that of kindred spirits everywhere, at home and abroad, an example of the refusal of the human spirit to submit to arbitrary power.


In the light of the wealth of evidence of the widespread resistance in Kerry recorded here, and despite a fair share of human frailties among the activists, Eoin O’Duffy’s comment, as quoted by Ryle Dwyer, that ‘Kerry’s entire record in the Black and Tan struggle consisted in shooting an unfortunate soldier the day of the Truce’, must count among the most fatuous even O’Duffy ever made. Whatever would happen subsequently, and however perspectives would inevitably be affected by hindsight, for better and for worse, Kerry’s Fighting Story lays the foundation for all subsequent studies of these foundation years of an independent Irish state.


PROFESSOR J.J. LEE


NEW YORK UNIVERSITY


APRIL 2009









FOREWORD


ALMOST THIRTY YEARS ago a small body of men engaged in combat with the armed forces of an empire. Militarily they were weak. Their strength lay in their faith in their cause and in the unflinching support of a civilian population which refused to be cowed by threats or by violence.


For almost two years these men successfully maintained the unequal struggle and finally compelled their powerful adversary to seek a truce. The battles in which they fought were neither large nor spectacular: they were the little clashes of guerrilla warfare – the sudden meeting, the flash of guns, a getaway, or the long wait of an ambush, then the explosive action, and death or a successful decision. And the stake at issue was the destiny of an ancient people.


Before the war years imposed a restriction upon newsprint, as upon other commodities, The Kerryman, in its various Christmas and other special numbers, told much of the story of these men, the men of the flying columns, the Active Service Units of the Irish Republican Army. It now gathers these stories into book form together with others hitherto unpublished. First in the series was Rebel Cork’s Fighting Story. Now Kerry’s Fighting Story is presented.


All the stories in these Fighting Series booklets are either told by the men who took part in the actions described, or else they are written from the personal narrative of survivors. The booklets do not purport to be a detailed or chronological history of the fight for Independence, but every effort has been made to obtain the fullest and most accurate information about the incidents described. The Publishers are conscious, however, that in the collection of data about such a period errors and omissions can easily occur and so they will welcome the help of readers who may be able to throw more light upon the various episodes related in the series. Such additional information will be incorporated into the second edition of the booklets which the present rate of orders would seem to indicate will be called for in the very near future.


The publishers believe that the younger generation who know about those times by hearsay only will find these survivors’ tales of the fight of absorbing interest, while to the older generation they will recall vividly a memorable era and the men who made it. In short, they feel that Fighting Story series, the story of the Anglo-Irish War county by county, is a series that will be welcomed by Irish people everywhere. For that reason, so that the booklets may have the widest possible circulation, they are being sold at a price within the reach of everyone. To sell these booklets, with their lavish collection of illustrations of unique historical interest, at the very moderate price of two shillings, the publishers were content to reduce their own profit and to produce the booklet at little above the mere cost of production. They will be satisfied if the series serve to preserve in the hearts of the younger generation that love of country and devotion to its interests which distinguished the men whose doings are related therein.


The Editor









FORMATION AND


DEVELOPMENT


OF THE VOLUNTEERS


by OLD SOLDIER


TO PRESENT A clear picture of events in Kerry during the period 1916 to 1921 it is first necessary to trace the trend of developments in the country at large, and in Kerry in particular, from the introduction of the Home Rule Bill of 1912 to the Rising. Under the Home Rule Bill the Irish parliament was to have no influence on foreign affairs, no part in the fixing or collection of customs and excise, very little control over finance and no control over police for six years. Ireland was to have no army or navy of her own. Compared with previous abortive bills of 1886 and 1893, the 1912 measure promised Ireland less immediate financial autonomy, but control of her police at an earlier date. As regards representation at Westminster, she had one hundred and three representatives under the Union, she would have had none at all under the bill of 1886, eighty under the bill of 1893, and under the bill of 1912 forty-two – rather more than half of what would have been appropriate on a reckoning according to population. The Bill, which would never have been accepted as a final settlement of Ireland’s national aspirations, passed through the House of Commons by a substantial majority at the beginning of 1913, but having been rejected by the House of Lords it could not pass their veto till the summer of 1914. By that time the situation had been completely changed by Ulster’s determination to resist the measure by force of arms. As early as 1912 a solemn covenant had been signed throughout Ulster and drilling by Sir Edward Carson’s Ulster Volunteers had begun. In 1913 there were armed parades and the establishment of a Provisional Government with a military committee attached. During the spring of 1914 there was a threat of mutiny by leading British officers if commanded to march against Ulster, and the great gun-running into Larne. Meanwhile, the south had retaliated and the Irish Volunteer movement was launched at the Rotunda Rink, Dublin, on 25 November 1913. Barely a week later the British government issued a proclamation prohibiting the importation of arms into Ireland. For at least twelve months previously the Ulster Volunteers organised by Carson had been receiving large supplies of arms and ammunition, provided and paid for by English Tories, with the openly defiant purpose of opposing the application of the Home Rule measure to Ulster. ‘Ulster Unionists’, declared the Irish Times in its issue of 6 December 1913, ‘are convinced that the action of the Government has come too late, and that there are now sufficient arms in Ulster to enable effective resistance to be made to any attempt to force Home Rule on Ulster’.


Two days later the same newspaper, referring to the prohibition of the importation of arms into Ireland, added, ‘It, of course, puts an end to the arming of the Irish Volunteers.’ Thus the Irish Times, despite its feint, summed up accurately the real object of the government’s proclamation. In January 1914, the estimated strength of the Irish Volunteers was in the neighbourhood of 10,000. By June of that year more than 100,000 men had attested, but, as was proved by subsequent events, some of these had no intention of fighting, especially against Britain. In the meantime the Defence of Ireland Fund had been launched with the express purpose of arming Ireland’s manhood. The fund was intended only to facilitate the purchase of fighting material in quantity, as each Volunteer paid for his own equipment. In London, Roger Casement had gathered around him a small committee of Irish people who by their subscriptions and influence made available a considerable sum of money to supplement the drive for funds in Ireland. One thousand five hundred Mauser rifles and 49,000 rounds of ammunition were purchased by Erskine Childers and Darrel Figgis in Hamburg, and it was decided to land some of the guns at Howth Harbour on 26 July 1914, and the remainder at Kilcool, County Wicklow. Erskine Childers landed 900 rifles and 29,000 rounds of ammunition at Howth, from his yacht, The Asgard, which he manned with his wife. The arms and ammunition were handed over to the Irish Volunteers and successfully distributed despite interference by the police and detachments of the King’s Own Scottish Borderers. On their return from Howth the Scottish Borderers, under Major Haig, fired on unarmed civilians in Bachelor’s Walk, with the result that four people were killed and thirty-eight wounded. A week later the second consignment of arms, which comprised 600 rifles and 20,000 rounds of ammunition, was successfully landed at Kilcool. Thomas Myles and James Creed Meredith were the navigators of the yacht, Chotah, which accomplished the gun-running, and Seán Fitzgibbon and Seán T. O’Kelly were in charge of the Volunteer party who took delivery. The arms and ammunition were successfully distributed without serious incident.


Meanwhile, in June 1914, an amending bill had been added to the Home Rule proposals. In principle it meant that there would be no attempt immediately to force Home Rule on north-east Ulster. Whilst Home Rule had been placed on the statute book, it was not to come into force till a year after the Great War, and as a pledge had been given that Ulster was not to be coerced, Carson had won his campaign against the measure.



TRALEE


GREAT MOVEMENTS SOMETIMES spring from small beginnings. When a group of Tralee men gathered in the Irish Club, High Street, one November evening in 1913, few could have guessed that the tiny seed of National Resurgence was about to be sown in the town. A few days previously Matthew McMahon, law clerk of Boherbee, whilst in Dublin with some friends, witnessed the inaugural parade of Volunteers march to the Rotunda Rink. McMahon attended the meeting which followed the parade, made himself known to the organisers, and brought home to Tralee some Volunteer membership cards which he showed to Tom Slattery, of Rock Street. In the Irish Club a few nights later Slattery declared that it was time to form a branch of the Volunteer movement in the town, and he was supported by Jerome Slattery, of Blennerville, who appealed to the young men to rally to the ranks. Chairman of the Irish Club at that time was patriotic Fr Charlie Brennan, then a curate in Tralee, and the name of Austin Stack was also on its membership roll. Following Tom Slattery’s address to the members of the club it was decided to make contact with Volunteer headquarters in Dublin, and Diarmuid Crean, now court clerk in Tralee, corresponded with The O’Rahilly, one of the leaders of the movement. Shortly afterwards it was definitely decided to establish a branch of the Volunteer organisation in Tralee, and with that object a public meeting took place in the County Hall. It was presided over by Maurice P. Ryle, and Diarmuid Crean was appointed secretary. Four companies of the Irish Volunteers were formed at the inaugural meeting and these were filled exclusively by the men of Rock Street, Strand Street and Boherbee. An executive was appointed and meetings were held in the Hibernian Hall, then the headquarters of the Tralee John Mitchel Football Club. Fr Brennan and Diarmuid Crean became trustees and the Munster and Leinster Bank were made treasurers of the organisation. Parades took place regularly to the sportsfield, now the Austin Stack Park, and during bad weather the Picturedrome was used for close order drill and lectures. Later, the Rink was acquired and this became the local headquarters of the Volunteers. A period of intensive organisation followed and additional companies were formed inside the Tralee district. Ernest Blythe and Desmond Fitzgerald were then organising branches of the Volunteer movement in West Kerry, and Tralee sent delegates to Dingle to help the work. The Tralee Volunteers were drilled and instructed by two British ex-army men, Edward Leen and John Purtill.


When Volunteer companies had been established in many areas throughout the county it was decided to hold in the Market, Tralee, a mass general parade and review of Volunteers of the town and adjoining districts. This event took place on Sunday, 14 June 1914, when about 2,000 Volunteers paraded, and were inspected and addressed by Captain Maurice Talbot Crosbie of Ardfert. The Tralee companies mobilised in the Town Hall and were there addressed by Fr Charlie Brennan prior to the march to the parade ground. The Strand Street and Boherbee bands headed the battalion, which was under the command of Instructor Edward Leen and his assistants. Big contingents came from Ballymacelligott, Castleisland, Dingle, Knocknagoshel, Brosna, Currans, Cordal, Ventry and Ardfert. Distant districts were debarred from attending because of local parades. Bands accompanied most of the battalions, and the march past from the railway station was followed with the keenest interest by the huge crowd which lined the streets. The Dingle and Ventry contingents were under the command of Instructor Dowling and accompanied by their band. Ardfert was commanded by Instructor Garrett Fernane; Castleisland was commanded by Instructors D. Mahony and J. Cashel. Knocknagoshel with their band were led by Instructor Kerry O’Connor. Cordal was commanded by Instructor Eugene McGillicuddy O’Meara, and Currans by Instructor E. O’Sullivan. Following the parade and review, the assembled Volunteers were addressed by Captain Talbot Crosbie. When the proceedings terminated the various battalions again formed up and marched through the town to Denny Street where the parade was dismissed.


Shortly afterwards Éamonn O’Connor of Ashe Street became secretary to the Tralee Volunteers in succession to Diarmuid Crean, who was appointed to a post in South Africa. The work of organisation went rapidly ahead despite a set-back in the loss of Fr Brennan who was transferred to Millstreet. He was succeeded by Fr Joe Breen, an equally worthy sagart who became treasurer of the organisation. As he bade farewell to Tralee, two hundred Volunteers headed by the Strand Street Band accompanied Fr Brennan to the station. Indicative of the spirit of the time was the presentation made to him by his Tralee comrades-in-arms, a Mauser rifle, fully charged bandolier and haversack.


News of the landing of arms and ammunition for the Volunteers at Howth in July was received in Tralee with jubilation, tempered by sorrow for the fate of the defenceless Dublin people who were brutally murdered by the cowardly Scottish Borderers. Next morning seven hundred men responded to a surprise mobilisation of Volunteers from the town and district, and having formed up outside the Rink, they marched through the streets, headed by the Strand Street Band. The parade was witnessed by an exceptionally large and enthusiastic crowd, and in view of the atrocities in Dublin on the previous evening, there was tension in the atmosphere. Amongst outlying districts represented were Ballyroe, Ballymacelligott, Listellick and Oakpark. The ‘Last Post’ was sounded at twelve noon by a bugler attached to the Tralee corps. This was timed with the tolling of the Angelus Bell to remind the people to pray for the souls of those callously shot down in the streets of Dublin by the Scottish Borderers. There was an impressive demonstration. A few days later, on the 29 July, Austin Stack led close to five hundred Volunteers from the Tralee district at an enthusiastic county muster in Killarney, on the occasion of the 1914 Oireachtas. The Tralee men were narrowly beaten by the Limerick corps in the Oireachtas competitions for company and section drill. Tralee Signals corps received special praise from Captain Crosbie, who reviewed the troops. The tug-ofwar team which represented the Tralee and District Volunteers at the Oireachtas competitions was chosen from: W. Griffin, Dean’s Lane; Moss Reidy, Ballymacelligott; Tom Brosnan, Potally; Pat Higgins, Boherbee; Con Healy, Castle Street; Ned Slattery, Bridge Street; John Timoney, Boherbee; Tom Neill, Cross Lane; John McCrohan, Strand Street; Jack McDonnell, Rock Street; Jack Mahony, Connor’s Lane; Jack Mahony, Moyderwell; Mick Reardon, Davy’s Lane; Pat Sheehy, Rock Street; Pat Barry, Moyderwell.


Early in September 1914, the Tralee Volunteer companies elected the following officers: ‘A’ company: Matt Walsh, company commander; W. O’Connor, first half company commander; J. Shea, second half company commander; J. Mullins, hon. treasurer; J. Moylan, hon. secretary. ‘B’ company: D. Healy, company commander; J. Roche, first half company commander; J. Fahy, second half company commander; J. Burke, hon. treasurer; Mort Sullivan, hon. secretary. ‘C’ company: C. Daly, company commander; P. McGrath, first half company commander; P. Lawlor, second half company commander; Pat Ryle, hon. treasurer; P. Quinlan, hon. secretary. ‘D’ company: J. Scanlan, company commander; J. McDonnell, first half company commander; D. Mahony, second half company commander; A. Stack, hon. treasurer; E. Barry, hon. secretary. In the same month a Volunteer uniform with accessories, which included the latest pattern American service rifle, exhibited in the display windows of Messrs. Lyons & Co., Drapers, excited a great deal of attention. A house-to-house collection in aid of the Volunteer Armament Fund realised £299 14/-. Further substantial sums were raised by the promotion of concerts and dramatic entertainments. Amongst those who took part in such functions in August and September 1914, were Mrs Redmond Roche, Misses Hanna Spicer, Milly Vale, Bride Murphy, Maud Harris, Pearl Vale and Messrs ‘Johnny’ Foley, George Reid, Éamonn O’Connor and Denis O’Connor.


Up to that stage the development and organisation of the Volunteer movement had proceeded without a hitch, but following the outbreak of the European War there soon appeared a rift in the lute. There were in the movement Volunteers who believed that Ireland should rally to the Empire’s aid in her war with Germany and the other Central Powers. Matters were precipitated by an attempt made by John Redmond, leader of the Irish Parliamentary Party, to gain control of the Volunteers. Immediately the war broke out Redmond declared in the British House of Commons that Britain could withdraw her troops from Ireland, and that the defence of the country could be left safely in the hands of the Volunteers. There followed a good deal of talk about arming the Volunteers with British equipment and at one period it was rumoured in Tralee that 1,500 rifles had arrived in Ballymullen barracks for the local battalion. The British took good care, however, that no arms of theirs would ever reach the hands of the Irish Volunteers, who eventually procured their weapons from other sources. Meanwhile, Redmond had supplemented his parliamentary pronouncement by declaring at Woodenbridge, County Wicklow, that the Volunteers had two duties: one to defend Ireland and the other to defend democracy in Europe. Redmond’s statement was in direct contravention of the principles of policy and enrolment of the Irish Volunteers and in a short time led to the ‘split’, when the Redmondites broke away from the MacNeill (Irish) Volunteers, who were pledged to the cause of Ireland only, the Redmondite Volunteers became known as the National Volunteers. By that time Redmond, who had been promised a nebulous measure of Home Rule as an inducement to support Britain, came out openly as a recruiting agent for the British. With British Prime Minister Asquith, he addressed a meeting in the Mansion House, Dublin, calling for recruits for the British army. In Kerry he had assiduous workers in the same cause in the persons of the Irish Party representatives O’Donnell, Boland and Flavin. The attempts of the Redmondites to make imperial mercenaries of the Volunteers produced many votes of confidence in his policy, but resulted in few recruits.


Following those rapid developments Éamonn O’Connor wrote to Pádraig Pearse explaining that the majority of Tralee Volunteers could not reconcile their ideals with Redmond’s policy. In his reply, Pearse counselled patience and advised the Tralee men to bear with things for some time, for the sake of unity. ‘The Split’, however, was practically at hand and the moment had come for Volunteers throughout the country to make their choice for the Green or for the Empire. It would seem to be the destiny of the Irish nation that just as things are going right a political cataclysm would happen along to overthrow the national fabric which had been slowly and painfully built, By October 1914, the Irish Volunteer movement had become the medium through which Irishmen were afforded an opportunity to express their hatred and contempt for each other. There were two hostile camps; on the one hand the old Provisional Committee, seeking to conserve Ireland’s forces for Ireland’s benefits, and on the other, the supporters of the Irish Party, led by John Redmond, advocating enlistment in the British army. Stirring scenes were witnessed at the Rink, on Tuesday evening, 13 October, when the Tralee battalion of the Irish Volunteers met to decide whether they would stand by the Provisional Committee, or follow the lead of Redmond. As the issue was put before the men, the Reverend Chairman, Fr Joe Breen, asked all who were not Volunteers to leave the hall. Tom O’Donnell, the Irish Party MP for Tralee and West Kerry, who was not a member of the corps, and who had come uninvited to the meeting, attempted to address the Volunteers on behalf of Redmond, but the men were in no mood to tolerate any such nonsense as recruiting for Britain or an evasion of the issue, and he was requested to leave the premises. Things looked ugly for a while, and several times it seemed as though the ‘member’ for West Kerry would be forcibly ejected from the hall, but discipline prevailed. Some amusement was caused by a Volunteer who placed a miniature Union Jack on O’Donnell’s coat without his knowledge and as he moved about the hall his flag caused great laughter. O’Donnell looked anything but happy amongst his constituents. When O’Donnell left the hall Fr Breen spoke of intrigues against the Volunteers, and advised them to continue their drilling and to perfect themselves in the use of their rifles, until such time as they would be called upon to fight for the dear old cause for which their fathers had shed their blood and given their lives. They had been formed to guard the rights and liberties common to all Irishmen, and they should stick to that. M.J. O’Connor, a member of the committee, then said that the question before them was whether they would stand by the men of Dublin who had the courage to found the Volunteers, and worked hard whilst others, who now sought control of the Volunteers for party purposes, had sneered at them and done their best to kill the movement. He declared that it was open to every man to vote as he thought right. It was a question of standing for Ireland or the Empire; of remaining true to the true ideals of Irish nationality or embracing imperialism; of turning their backs on the principles of those who died for Ireland and accepting the leadership of England’s recruiting sergeants. The question of remaining neutral was first put to the men, and by a large majority they decided to have the issue settled there and then. The chairman next asked those who wished to remain true to the original Provisional Committee to move to the right, and those who wished to support John Redmond to move to the left. The scene which followed beggared description. Only twenty men moved to the left. The remainder of the Volunteers, close on three hundred men, moved to the right, holding aloft a green flag which Éamonn O’Connor and Dan Finn had bought in the town that day. The few seceders having withdrawn from the hall, and left behind a Union Jack flag which was derisively flung at them, the companies fell in and were dismissed following a few manoeuvres. The decision of the Tralee Volunteers to support MacNeill, head of the Provisional Committee, was received with great enthusiasm throughout the town, and the following telegram was immediately dispatched to the Provisional Committee in Dublin:


Owen MacNeill, 41 Kildare Street, Dublin.


Tralee battalion stands firm for the old Constitution and the old Committee.


Éamonn O’Connor, Secretary.


The truth of the old maxim of Napoleon that merchants make bad revolutionaries was as apparent in Tralee as in most other centres. The majority of those who supported the cause of Redmond and the British Empire were men of standing in the town, men ‘with a stake in the county’. Some others followed this influential set through fear of losing their jobs, a fear which was well justified, as later on there was a number of instances of victimisation of Irish Volunteers. By and large, Redmond’s adherents had sustained a crushing defeat in the town, as Tralee had taken its stand for unqualified support of the movement for Irish freedom, and the ground was then prepared for the great and momentous years which lay ahead.


A meeting of the local Volunteers who followed Redmond’s policy was held in the Theatre Royal, Tralee, on Sunday, 24 October 1914. It was addressed by Tom O’Donnell, MP, who referred to England’s ‘many generosities’ to Ireland. ‘England,’ he said, ‘gave us land purchases, labourers’ cottages, old age pensions …’ – ‘And Scottish Borderers,’ interjected a voice from the crowd. This remark was greeted with loud applause and an attempt was made to eject the heckler, by two warriors armed with ‘Italian Gas Pipes’, as the harmless Italian rifles of the Redmondite Volunteers were popularly known. Many Volunteers who had sided with Redmond in the beginning, eventually returned to the fold of the Irish Volunteers.


At a meeting of the Irish (MacNeill) Volunteers held at the Rink, the following Tralee delegates to the County Convention were selected: ‘A’ company: P.J. O’Connell, Boherbee; ‘B’ company: P.J. Cahill, Strand Street; ‘C’ company: T.P. Kennedy; ‘D’ company: M.J. O’Connor, Rock Street. On Sunday 18 October, the men turned up in large numbers to the Drill Hall where they were presented with new rifles. The work of distributing the rifles was carried out expeditiously, and each Volunteer, as he was handed his rifle, felt that he had the best weapon with which to help Ireland’s cause. A route march the same afternoon made a truly impressive sight as the men passed through the principal streets of the town with their magazine rifles, headed by the Strand Street Band under the direction of Michael Landers. A banner with the inscription ‘Thou Art Not Conquered Yet Dear Land’ was borne aloft by Fianna Éireann as they led the parade. There were scenes of great enthusiasm in the town and the hearts of the people were stirred and the blood tingled in their veins as they watched the armed men of Ireland march by; men who had remained true to the cause of freedom. To quote from The Kerryman of the 25 October: ‘Corporal Tom O’Donnell’s visit did one good thing anyway – it sifted the wheat from the chaff and that was very noticeable on Sunday’s march.’


The following Tralee delegates were appointed to a national convention of Irish Volunteers which was held in Dublin on the 25 October: ‘A’ company: Matt McMahon; ‘B’ company: Joe Melinn; ‘C’ company: Éamonn O’Connor; ‘D’ company: M.J. O’Connor. From that point onwards Austin Stack, who was appointed Kerry delegate to the general Council of Irish Volunteers, became the mainspring of the movement in Kerry, particularly in Tralee, where he received valuable assistance from his friend Paddy Cahill. Although the police began to interfere a good deal, under the Defence of the Realm Act, the work of organisation went ahead steadily. Companies were formed in Blennerville, Ballyroe, Farmer’s Bridge, Fenit, Listellick, and Oakpark. Rifle competitions were organised, and on the 13 January 1915, the finals, shot at the Rink in the presence of a large muster of Volunteers, resulted as follows: Michael Hogan, ‘A’ company (Boherbee), seventeen points; Éamonn O’Connor, ‘C’ company (Nelson Street), sixteen points; T. Foley, ‘D’ company, fourteen points; Joe Melinn, ‘B’ company, fourteen points. In reply to a suggestion in the local unionist paper that money subscribed to the Volunteers on the understanding that the corps was subject to John Redmond should be returned to the subscribers, it was pointed out that the monies were collected for the defence of Ireland and for arming the Irish Volunteers who still existed in the town. The fact that twenty or thirty members deserted to John Redmond had not altered the situation.


Over six hundred Irish Volunteers from Tralee district assembled at the Rink on Monday, 22 November 1914, to pay tribute to Allen, Larkin and O’Brien, who had laid down their lives for Ireland in Manchester, forty-seven years previously. Headed by the faithful Strand Street band and followed by the Boy Scouts who bore aloft their banner, ‘Thou Art Not Conquered Yet, Dear Land’, they marched to Rath where a beautiful cross is erected to the memory of the Manchester Martyrs. It was a never-to-be-forgotten sight, as the men paraded with military precision, accompanied by a torchlight section. Crowds which thronged the thoroughfares, marched to the cemetery with the Volunteers, and the truly imposing scene stirred the best feelings of all that was patriotic in the town. About 5,000 people were unable to enter the cemetery. As the buglers sounded the ‘Last Post’, followed by the reverberating echoes of the salvos of the firing party, all present felt that Allen, Larkin and O’Brien had not died in vain for Ireland. The flames from the turf sods held aloft, on Irish pikes caused weird and uncanny shadows to play upon the brown rifles held in the hands of resolute men. The Strand Street Band played Irish martial music as it led the parade back to the ’98 memorial in Denny Street, where Instructor Leen, who had been connected with the corps since its inception, informed the assembly of Volunteers that he was compelled by the War Office to break his connection with the movement. He was succeeded by Instructor Cotter.


Following a visit by Pádraig Pearse there was a big increase in the number of recruits admitted to the ranks of the Irish Volunteers in the town, but there still remained some eligible men who, whilst sympathetic to the movement, had not yet joined the ranks. Pearse reviewed over five hundred Volunteers from Tralee, Ballymacelligott, Abbeydorney and Listellick, in the Tralee sportsfield. Headed by the Tralee Pipers’ Band, the men marched from the Rink, carrying arms, through the town. En route they were accorded a tremendous ovation by the townspeople. There was a huge attendance on the Review Grounds, and following the parade, Pearse, who was given a most enthusiastic welcome, delivered an address in which he exhorted each Volunteer to play his part in making the Irish Volunteer movement the success it ought to be. When the address concluded the Volunteers returned to their headquarters in the Rink, where the parade was dismissed. On Whit Sunday 1915, Tralee sent a detachment of three hundred fully armed and well-trained Volunteers to a review of the Volunteers of the county and presentation of colours, at Killarney. The salute was taken by Austin Stack, who was then the recognised leader for all Kerry. O’Donovan-Rossa’s funeral in August 1915, saw another big muster of Tralee Volunteers. Kerry was not allowed a train to Dublin for the funeral, and as the Volunteers could not make the journey, local celebrations were held at many centres throughout the county, to pay a mark of homage and respect to Rossa’s memory. In Tralee three companies, headed by the Boy Scouts and the Strand Street Band, paraded under the command of Captain D. Healy, Captain M. Doyle and Lieutenant W. Farmer. In the parade was Isaac Bernard, an old ’67 man, and a friend of Rossa’s.


Meanwhile, Tom O’Donnell and other local supporters of John Redmond were busy with recruiting activities, and a number of meetings for that purpose were held in Denny Street. The response was discouraging, to put it mildly, and in their chagrin the local recruiting agents were eloquent in the choice of language applied to all who declined to rally to the Union Jack and leave their bones to bleach on foreign battlefields. Judged from the standpoint of these local gentlemen, Tralee was full of ‘dodgers’, ‘shirkers’ and ‘slackers’, although it was noted that none of the well-paid and loud-mouthed imperialists nor their pals was killed in the rush to join the colours. Such unseemly hesitation was commented upon at a meeting of the Tralee Trades and Labour Councils at the ’98 memorial, Denny Street, in December 1915, when Councillor W.T. Partridge declared that there was one policeman in Tralee who ought to be at the front. The gentleman’s name was Britten; perhaps he ought to have said ‘Great Britten’, because he was a district inspector. Partridge understood that he was an Englishman, and one thing that could not be denied was that he did not answer the call of King and country. He happened to be in court some time previously and overheard the district inspector refer to men as ‘shirkers’, and the thought struck Partridge that while Irishmen were expected to go to the front, they found an Englishman enjoying a good position and a big salary here, insulting men who were not shirkers like himself.


The following letter from Councillor W.T. Partridge, which appeared in The Kerryman a fortnight later, provoked much amusement at the expense of District Inspector Britten:




Tralee, December 18th, 1915


Dear Sir,


At a public meeting of protest recently held in Tralee and fully reported in your columns I felt called upon to direct special attention to the fact that your local District Inspector, although an Englishman, had not responded to the call of King and country. It was afterwards pointed out to me by a local JP that Britten may have applied for release in order to serve with the colours, and that probably the necessary permission was refused. Fearing that I might unwittingly be doing even Britten an injustice, I sent the following question to Parliament:


Why the authorities had not granted the request of an English ‘gentleman named Britten, residing in the town of Tralee and occupying the position of District Inspector of the Royal Irish Constabulary, to be relieved of his present duties in order to serve with the colours? If they thought the presence of Englishmen in such soft jobs in Ireland had not a deterrent effect on recruiting in Ireland; and, on the score of economy, so essential at present, when such a huge financial strain was taking place, that the duties of District Inspectors could not be more effectively performed by the more experienced Head Constables. The one-hundred-and-fifty-seven, out of the total of one hundred-and-ninety District Inspectors in Ireland who had not Volunteered, could be thus released for active service.


Mr Birrell, in his reply, stated, in effect, that no such application had been received from the Inspector in question, and that out of the one-hundred-and-ninety District Inspectors in Ireland, over one hundred were unfit for active service. I do not know if Britten can be placed amongst the ‘crocks’ thus referred to. He has the appearance of one physically fit, and therefore, becomes entitled to be styled ‘shirker’, ‘slacker’, and all the other nice names they call people who decline to Volunteer to go out and fight for their King and country.


William T. Partridge





Redmond ever had scant reason for enthusiasm about affairs in Tralee, but during 1915 in particular, the wailings of Jeremiah had nothing on the tone of his dispatches from the capital of the Kingdom. The shape of things to come was indicated by the miserable parade of National Volunteers on Saint Patrick’s Day, while the ‘influentials’ of the town remained staunch in their adherence to the Irish Parliamentary Party, the rank and file of the Volunteers were thinning daily, having long previously lost whatever vestige of enthusiasm they ever brought to bear upon the job. Many returned to the fold of the Irish Volunteers. There was a good deal of pro-British and Imperialist sentiment in the town, but it lacked the vitality of the Sinn Féin movement and accomplished nothing. Following upon a summer of inactivity the straits to which the Redmondite Volunteers were reduced in the town by September 1915 was illustrated by a circular which fell into the hands of the Irish Volunteers. The circular, dated the seventeenth of September 1915, was published in The Kerryman, under the caption ‘THE TWO-PENNY PATRIOTS’! The letter is quoted hereunder, prefixed by The Kerryman comment:




THE TWO-PENNY PATRIOTS!


They are going, they are going,


And we cannot bid them stay!


We have been favoured with the following circular which has emanated from the ‘headquarters staff’ of the Tralee ‘army’ of ‘National’ Volunteers, which throws interesting light on the ‘patriotism’ and ‘self-sacrifice’ of its members:


I.N.V.


Tralee, 17 September 1915.


To Each Member of the Committee:


Dear Sir,


A meeting of the Committee of National Volunteers, at which you are requested to attend, will be held at the Hall, Edward Street, on tonight – Friday – at 8.30 o’clock.


This Committee consists of twelve members and no more than two or three have attended the meeting summoned during the past six months though circulars have been sent to each member and notice of meeting published in the Press.


For the past seven or eight months the usual weekly contribution of two pence has not been paid by the Tralee Volunteers as they have not attended for drill purposes, with the result that there is no fund to meet the demand for rent and expenses. Under the circumstances the occupation of the Drill Hall for any further period cannot be expected unless something is done by the leaders and public men to re-organise the movement and enlist the support of the public.


Mr Redmond is expected to visit Kerry next month to attend the Convention and review the Volunteers, and if nothing is done in the meantime he will be disappointed at the apathy existing towards the Movement in Kerry.


Yours faithfully, Hon. Secretary, Tralee battalion.





In October 1915, two abortive attempts were made to persuade Redmond to visit Tralee to hold a convention of the ‘Party’ and to review the National Volunteers – such as were left of them. The business had little appeal for the astute John, who, no doubt, was abundantly aware of the ‘sore’ straits to which his ‘army’ had been reduced in Tralee. There were also the unpleasant matters of awkward questions arising from the recruiting activities pursued by himself and his henchmen, coupled to the unpleasant possibility of rough handling by the Sinn Féiners. Despite promises of ‘reinforcements’ from the Redmondite elements of Cork, Limerick and Waterford, the ‘Leader’ found convenient and urgent occasion to be elsewhere on the dates fixed for his proposed visits. The collapse of the jamboree arranged for Tralee practically saw the end of organised Redmondite activity in the town, although the futile attempts to recruit for Britain’s army continued with unabated persistence. Tom O’Donnell, MP, who remained the prime advocate of the policy in these parts, never let pass an opportunity to point out that ‘Home Rule’ was an accomplished fact, and the ‘Member’ would dwell eloquently upon the base ingratitude of the ‘shirkers’ who refused to dedicate their lives to Mother England. The Home Rule measure, in fact, became the ‘cant’ of recruiting agents all over the country, despite an ominous note struck by the British Morning Post which called forth the following comment from The Kerryman:




In those times, when we are occasionally inclined to feel fatigued by being reminded to an undue and tiresome extent that Home Rule is on the Statute Book, that ‘no power on earth’ can remove it therefrom and that it will display traces of animation immediately the war ceases, it is good by way of variety, to find that there is another side to the picture. Dull uniformity is impossibly monotonous. Hence, it is refreshing to learn from the English and Tory Morning Post that ‘there is no such bargain’ as that Irish Self-Government will take effect after the war. In effect it says ‘we are inclined to agree with the Bishop of Limerick that the Home Rule Bill may never come into operation’. The War, it transpires, has ‘so clearly proved the advantages of unity of Government’, there is ‘likely to be a change of sentiment on this question in both countries after the War’. Now for you! What has anyone to say about broken treaties and ‘scraps of paper’ after this? And the Irish we discover are fighting not because of any hope of Home Rule, but because they are British subjects and loyal to their King and country. Set down this declaration, beside the dope handed the public by Redmond and Devlin and Dillon, not forgetting our own Tom O’Donnell – and meditate! There is no need, or, indeed, room for any comment.





Towards the close of 1915 the Royal Irish Constabulary became very determined in their efforts to disrupt the Irish Volunteers. There were many arrests under the Defence of the Realm Act, and one of the first men sentenced was Jack McGaley, who got three months imprisonment. On the 22 November 1915, the Tralee Petty Sessions Court imposed this sentence, and it was subsequently confirmed by the county court on the 15 February 1916. McGaley’s crime was to wish damnation upon the English king, and he was convicted on the uncorroborated evidence of a military band sergeant. The bench comprised one nationalist who dissented, the county court judge, and four unionist JPs.


Concerts and dramatic entertainments, promoted in aid of the Volunteers by the Cumann na mBan and Fianna Éireann, were held frequently during 1915 and 1916. Amongst those who participated in a dramatic entertainment held in the Rink, Tralee, on the 15 April 1915, were: Misses K. Lenihan, Nellie Barry, L. O’Brien, Rita O’Connor, N. O’Leary; Messrs Maurice Fleming, F. Walsh, E. Barry, M. Cournane, P. Barry, T. Cournane, T. Gilligan, C. Falvey, M. O’Leary, Joe Melinn, D. Drummond, J. Fleming, senior, J. Fitzgerald, Éamonn O’Connor and M. Walsh. Amongst those who contributed to the success of a similar function on the 27 March 1916, organised by the Tralee Branch of Fianna Éireann were: Miss Nora O’Leary; Messrs T. Gilligan, P. Moriarty, P. Cournane, Joe Sullivan, P. Reidy, Jeremiah Skinner, C. Falvey, L. Regan and D. Barry.


The Tralee ’98 Memorial Committee who for many years had charge of the arrangements for the annual commemoration of the Manchester Martyrs, invited Austin Stack, commandant of the Irish Volunteers of Tralee, to organise the 1915 anniversary celebrations. All nationalist bodies in the town received circulars from Austin inviting them to participate in the parade, which moved off from the County Hall in the following order: Ballymacelligott Cavalry, Firing Party, Strand Street Band, Trade and Labour Bodies, Public Bodies, Irish National Foresters, Tralee Catholic Literary Society, Liberal Registration Club, Ballymacelligott Irish Volunteers, O’Dorney Irish Volunteers, Ballyroe Irish Volunteers and Tralee Irish Volunteers. As the parade marched slowly in military formation through the town, the scene was both impressive and inspiring. An officer with drawn sword led the Ballymacelligott cavalry and the horsemen carried pikes. They were followed by eight hundred and seventy Volunteers led by a party with reversed rifles. At Rath the ‘Last Post’ was sounded and three volleys were fired. It was one of the most remarkable events seen in Tralee for many years and brought with it a spirit of enthusiasm, and a message of hope and courage for the Old Land. Seán Milroy lectured on Wolfe Tone at the Rink on the following Sunday night.


By the early spring of 1916, the organisation and training of the Tralee companies of Volunteers had attained a high pitch of perfection despite the unwelcome attention of the Royal Irish Constabulary, who kept their masters in Dublin Castle fully informed of the course of events. The men would undoubtedly have played a historic part in the general Rising planned to take place throughout the country on Easter Week, but for the confusion which followed the unfortunate arrival of the German arms ship two days ahead of schedule, and the arrest of Austin Stack. Events in Tralee during Holy Week and Easter Week are described elsewhere in this volume.



KILLARNEY


TRUMPETER, WHAT ARE you sounding now? The people of Killarney roused from their peaceful slumber at the unearthly hour of four o’clock on a Sunday morning thirty-four years ago might well have sung or shouted that question. For the cause of their untimely awakening was the almost belligerent blaring of a trumpet. Trumpeter Paddy Wrixon was calling the Volunteers to their first dawn parade, the forerunner of many to follow. This was the awakening of a people not only to a new day but to a new Ireland. The Volunteers were on the march.


That was away back at the close of the year of our Lord 1913, when the world was at peace with itself but when the prostrate Green Isle of Erin was once again commencing to shake the shackles that had been forged on the anvil of Britain’s oppressive domination. Another dawn was breaking, shedding an ominous light on the body and soul of a fettered nation. Irish eyes were opening. A new and epic era of history was on the way in.


Killarney rode with the vanguard, leading Kerry into the ranks of that simply named but highly potent movement – the Volunteers. In an obscure, unpretentious, greyish building back of Upper High Street the Young Irelanders of Killarney were meeting frequently in an effort to revive the language. Tutor was none other than ‘An Seabhac’. On a bleak and blustery night of November 1913 the lid blew off. The Gaelic League class had a lesson in military drill. That very night a company of Volunteers was formed – the first in Kerry. Appointed section commanders were ‘An Seabhac’, Michael Spillane, Michael John Sullivan, Seán O’Casey, Pat Horgan and Tadhg Morgan. Secretary was Jim Counihan, post office official, and treasurer William D.F. O’Sullivan. Soldiers without guns, like thoughts without action, were useless, so a gun-purchasing committee was formed. The men selected were ‘An Seabhac’, Michael Spillane, Jim Counihan, Michael J. O’Sullivan. Weapons took some time to get, but more about that anon. Imbued with a spirit of love of country the company flourished. From the Killarney root came branches that spread themselves over Ballyhar, Fossa, Listry, Beaufort, Glenflesk, Firies and other parts of East Kerry. The trumpeter gave the call. At four o’clock on every Sunday morning the ‘Reveille’ brought the Volunteers tumbling from the comfort of their beds to line up for a dawn parade and march. The march ended with six o’clock Mass at the friary – but it was only the end of a phase of the day’s work. After breakfast the ‘missionaries’ betook themselves to the country districts organising manpower and showing how. That done, there was another parade in town in the evening. Those who visited the country centres on organisation work each week were M. Spillane, M.J. O’Sullivan, T. Horgan, T. Lyne, C. Fleming, J. Mangan, P. Courtney, J. Hill, S. O’Casey, P. Horgan, ‘An Seabhac’, J. O’Shea and Chief Instructor McGovern.
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