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PREFACE


Every corner of the world is haunted by the past, but there are a few places where the ghosts are more palpably present than others. County Wexford is one of these. I grew up there, ten miles from its northern boundary with Wicklow, and was introduced, at a very young age, to the rebellion of 1798. The rising was, we learned, a valiant attempt by people in many parts of Ireland, but especially in ours, to overthrow the English yoke and to create an independent country. The cruelties of their oppressors were part of the legend of ‘Ninety-eight,’ and the bravery of the thousands of rebels who dared struggle against impossible odds lay at its very core. My family lived at the foot of Carrigrew Hill, about two miles from The Harrow and Boolavogue, places where, I soon learned, important things had happened in that momentous year, and no episode in the history of my country could possibly have matched the rebellion in importance in my child’s sense of Ireland’s bloody and glorious past.


Monuments to the men and the battles dotted the countryside, and every town of any size had a statue in its central square or on its main street, calling us to appreciate what ‘our people’ had once done. The most moving of them all were the two figures atop a high pedestal in the Market Square of Enniscorthy: one a young man in a loose shirt, the other an older man, apparently a priest, taller than the first, who stands beside him, with his arm over his shoulder, and points to some place in the distance, encouraging, urging. It was easy to be moved by such things.


Family lore added to the appeal. My great-great-great grandfather, Denis Gahan, had been ‘out in ‘98’, I was told, and had come home when the fighting was over to find the old farmhouse burned to the ground by the ‘yeos’. Our family still owned the little farm from which he had gone to battle that summer, and the walls of the old cabin (rebuilt after 1798 but burned again by accident in 1947) were still there.


The ballads and the tales that still survived in the countryside, even after almost two centuries, did the rest. We learned many of the songs by heart, especially the more common ones, like ‘Boolavogue’, ‘Kelly the Boy from Killann’ and ‘The Boys of Wexford’. A few of us listened to the snippets of lore the old people would share: how a man had shot a redcoat travelling the Gorey road from a rock on Clogh Hill; how the ‘yeos’ put people in barrels and rolled them down hills for sport; how a man who hated the rebels and heard that the rising had begun grabbed a slash-hook and went out of his house, declaring to his neighbours that the first ‘croppy’ he would kill would be his own son. Where these tales came from and how true they were I had no idea, and have no idea to this day. They were told with great conviction and complete acceptance by people like my Aunt Annie, who was born in Boolavogue in 1903, and who related them in the same matter-of-fact way over a glowing fire as she would something that had happened to her when she was a young girl.


The schoolroom confirmed it all. There the battles of Ninety-eight took on an even grander significance. There they were part of the great story of the redemption of our nation by men like Tone, O’Connell, Parnell and Pearse. In a time when pride in one’s county counted for a great deal, it was a stirring thing to be reminded that we came from a county that had played no ordinary part in the great liberation.


Then, in the summer of 1972, at the age of seventeen, I read Thomas Pakenham’s Year of Liberty.1 The book was beautifully written and brought the rebellion to life in vivid detail. Like the novelist Colm Toibín, however, who must have been reading it around the same time in his home in Enniscorthy,2 I too was disappointed by the image of the rebels I took away from its pages. Instead of the dashing amateur soldiers, fighting in gleaming linen shirts that I assumed them to have been, I encountered a desperate mob that was dirty, often drunk, frequently cruel, sometimes cowardly, and, always it seemed, far more numerous than their loyalist enemies yet strangely incompetent. The surprise was total and the disappointment shattering.


Perhaps Pakenham’s book was needed. Perhaps it was time, in 1972, to show that the story was far less glorious than it had seemed. Certainly the propagandist nationalist versions which had appeared in large numbers in the previous hundred years, and which had, unknown to me, determined the bias of our history textbooks, needed a counterweight. Charles Dickson had taken the first step in this direction in 1955 with a well-balanced work on the rising,3 and Pakenham might have followed his lead. What he did instead, unwittingly perhaps, was to provide us with a reborn version of the old loyalist interpretation, an interpretation which had appeared in many of the books on the rebellion that had been published in the four or five decades immediately after 1798, and which was also thoroughly biased; in this version, best exemplified by the work of Sir Richard Musgrave,4 the rebels were an unruly mob, cowardly but cruel, and motivated above all by religious hatred.


No narrative of the rebellion has appeared since Pakenham’s, but in recent years our understanding of 1798 has deepened markedly. Historians like Marianne Elliott, L. M. Cullen, Kevin Whelan, Nancy Curtin5 and many others have begun to unravel the origins of the rebellion in Ireland in general and in Wexford in particular, and four years ago Nicholas Furlong, a native of Wexford, wrote a compelling biography of the most famous of the Wexford rebel leaders, Father John Murphy of Boolavogue.6 What is still lacking, however, as we approach the bicentennial of 1798, is a comprehensive narrative of the rebellion in Wexford that incorporates modern scholarship and presents the story in as unbiased a fashion as is possible. The pages that follow represent my effort to provide this. I hope I have succeeded.


Several people have been of great help to me in the work I have done over the last seven years on this project. Most deserving of my gratitude is Dr Kevin Whelan, who kindly read earlier versions of this work and made many useful suggestions; errors in the text are mine. My thanks also to the staffs of the various libraries and archives in Ireland and Britain who played a crucial role, and to Ms Earlene Huck and Ms Melissa Powell of the University of Evansville history department, who both did a great deal of work for me. The University of Evansville gave its generous support to my research, and my colleagues gave unending encouragement, especialy Dr David Gugin and Dr Vincent Angotti. Special thanks go to my wife, Heidi, who suffered long and valiantly through the last seven years. The greatest debt of all is expressed in the dedication.




1


PRELUDE


14 JULY 1789–25 MAY 1798


AS DAWN BROKE ON 15 JULY 1798 A FEW DOZEN MEN WERE making their way southwards across the Irish central plain. They were scattered over miles of dark countryside, singly and in pairs or threes and fours, and unaware of each other’s whereabouts. All of them were dressed in rags and had long matted hair and unshaven faces; a few were bloodied from wounds. To anyone who could have seen them at close range they looked half-starved, haggard and desperate. As they crossed over field after field in northern County Kildare and the western parts of County Dublin, swimming the canals and rivers when they came to them, they kept their eyes focused on the dark mass of the Wicklow mountains that began to appear in the grey early morning light on the horizon to the south.1 In spite of their present dishevelled and undistinguished appearance, they were the last remnants of a great rebel army that had engaged in an extraordinary campaign to overthrow the government of Ireland by force of arms and to establish a republic modelled on the American and French examples in its place. Almost all of them were from County Wexford, the county that occupies the south-eastern corner of the country, where the rebellion had been most prolonged, most heroic and most brutal. Here men and women had witnessed at closest quarters the Irish version of that fierce struggle between monarchy and republicanism that shook all of Europe to its very foundations between 1789 and 1815.


The chain of events that led these few dozen men to the plains of Kildare in the middle of a July night went back at least a decade. Nine years earlier, when the French Revolution broke out, County Wexford was one of the most prosperous and one of the most anglicised parts of Ireland. It had benefited enormously from a generation of economic expansion, and its rich rolling farmland produced large quantities of barley and other commercial crops for markets in Dublin, Britain and parts of the continent.2 It had several thriving towns, and most of the population spoke English.3 It also had a sizeable Protestant minority, most visible in its northern half, where a few parishes were as much as one-third Protestant.4 Although Catholics could not at that time participate in electoral politics, Protestants were sharply divided, as they were everywhere in Ireland, between a conservative faction that wanted to maintain the Protestant monopoly in political life and a liberal faction which wanted to extend full or almost full rights to Catholics.5 In the decade immediately before the French Revolution the Irish liberals had managed to extend economic equality to Catholics, a move which was bound to be of special benefit to Catholics in a well-developed county like Wexford, but political emancipation was slower in coming.6


In 1789 liberal Protestants and politically aware Catholics in County Wexford watched events in France with interest and some sympathy.7 Conservatives looked on in dismay, and in the parliamentary election of 1790 they rebounded and took both of the county seats, one of which was usually held by a liberal, and reduced the liberal voice from the county in parliament to a few members from Wexford town.8 Not surprisingly, then, when a group of liberal Presbyterians and Anglicans, with some Catholic support, founded the United Irish Society in Belfast and Dublin in 1791 to press for reforms to make Ireland’s exclusively Protestant parliament more representative, liberals from Wexford were among the first to form an affiliated group.9


In 1792, however, when liberals in parliament moved to grant full political rights to Catholics, a conservative from Wexford, George Ogle of Bellvue, became one of its most outspoken opponents;10 and although the bill to grant the franchise and other rights to Catholic freeholders passed in spite of Ogle’s efforts in early 1793,11 the struggle between the two factions in the county only intensified as a result, and soon Catholics were drawn into the struggle to a degree that was unprecedented.12 Then, to make matters worse, in the summer of that year, at the very time that the French Revolution was entering its most terrible phase, a half-organised protest against tithes and the expansion of the militia in the county led to a march on Wexford town by countrypeople from northern and western districts and culminated in a bloody riot in which troops fired on the crowd and killed as many as eighty people.13


Over the next three years there was relative quiet in Wexford in spite of the blood-letting of 1793, but events in the country at large raced towards crisis. In 1794, with the French on the march in Europe, the government banned the United Irishmen and unwittingly turned the society into a secret revolutionary organisation, dedicated to outright republicanism and independence in alliance with France.14 It grew, a parish at a time, a barony at a time, until it was well established among the Presbyterians of east Ulster and among liberal Protestants and Catholics in north Leinster. By the autumn of 1796 it was creeping into south Leinster, parts of Wexford included, and into Munster, appealing powerfully to young artisans and farmers, young merchants or merchants’ sons, teachers and clerks, and the occasional disillusioned aristocrat or member of the gentry.15


The reaction of the government and its conservative and moderate supporters was slow at first but became more urgent as time passed. In 1795 the Orange Order had emerged in southern Ulster as an Anglican secret society whose goals were initially local (its Catholic opposition was the Defenders), but in late 1795 and 1796 it spread southwards as a counterweight to the United Irishmen as well as to the Defenders.16 In 1796 the government tried to formalise its own reaction by creating the yeomanry system whereby local landlords, in their capacity as magistrates, were encouraged to form companies of infantry and cavalry from tenants they knew to be loyal.17 In Wexford the first yeomanry units were already organised on the northern border of the county by the end of the year.18


Just before Christmas of that year a French army of 12,000 men almost landed on the south-west coast of the country, failing only because of bad weather. They had been invited to invade by the United Irishmen in the expectation that thousands of their members would join in the overthrow of the Irish government.19 Had they landed, Wexford and its neighbouring south Leinster counties would probably have played only a minor role in the ensuing war, since they were peripheral to the region of real United Irish strength,20 but during the course of 1797 the United Irishmen declined steadily in Ulster and the movement gained recruits rapidly in south Leinster, Wexford included, and in Munster.21 A sudden decline in grain prices, devastating to a granary county like Wexford,22 and another victory for the conservatives in a general election that summer23 contributed in part to this. The situation in Wexford became so serious that in November local magistrates declared sixteen parishes in the north and east of the county to be in a state of rebellion.24


The national United Irish leadership worked hard to bring about another French expedition in the spring of 1798.25 In the meantime both the yeomanry system and the Orange Order continued to spread. The gap between liberal and conservative elements widened, and distrust between conservative Protestants and Catholics intensified.26 The crisis came to a head on 12 March, when the government arrested most of the national and Leinster United Irish leadership.27 The movement never quite recovered from this blow, but the organisation was fairly decentralised in its day-to-day organisation and managed to limp on through the next two months.28 At the end of March the authorities in Dublin decided to impose martial law on the country selectively as the ultimate step in crushing the movement before the French could invade, and so in county after county in Leinster and Munster, where the revolutionaries were by now thought to be most numerous, magistrates and military authorities co-operated in the effort to uncover hidden arms, to identify and arrest United Irish members, and to extort from them, by torture if need be, the identities of their comrades.29


The campaign was less brutal in Wexford than in many neighbouring counties, principally because Lord Mountnorris, its largest landowner and a moderate in politics, tried hard to get local priests to encourage their congregations to submit before harsh military measures were imposed.30 He had some success for a time, but martial law was declared on the entire county on 27 April despite his best efforts.31 There followed a month of intense arms searches, arrests, house-burnings and judicial torture which affected all parts of the county but was most intense in its northern half, where the revolutionary movement was strongest and where sectarian tensions were also especially high.32 The fact that over the previous few months three Orange lodges were established in that area of the county, and that the North Cork militia, which came to Wexford town in April, brought a militia officers’ lodge with them, did nothing to calm the situation.33
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By the middle of May the national United Irish leadership (or what remained of it) resolved to make their move with or without a French landing. They were already badly disrupted by the arrests of March, and their only hope of success now seemed to be a preemptive strike. In an atmosphere of great confusion, they fixed the 23rd of the month as the moment of rebellion. The plan was for units in the capital to assemble that night and attack key points in the city and seize as many members of the government as possible. The mail coaches would be stopped, and this would be the signal to move for rebels elsewhere in the country. In the counties immediately around Dublin (Wicklow, Kildare and Meath) United Irishmen were to assemble and then move in towards the city to guarantee the success of the attack there and to cordon it off in case government forces in the provinces should try to move against the new regime. United Irish units in the rest of the country, County Wexford included, were to rise when they understood that the campaign was under way, and were to attack government forces locally and destroy them if possible or at least prevent them from marching against Dublin.34


These ambitious plans began to go wrong at an early stage. The government identified the main rebel officers several days before the 23rd and arrested them.35 Then the plan of attack in the capital itself was discovered at a critical point, and when the Dublin rebels did try to mobilise, government forces in the city took possession of the streets first and defeated them.36 In the counties around the city rebel units managed to launch their part of the rebellion, but there was great confusion among them too, and even though they captured a few small towns in the next day or two, they suffered several defeats and were forced back on the defensive very quickly. By the end of the 24th the rebellion had failed to spread beyond Wicklow, Kildare and southern parts of Meath.37


At that point United Irishmen in Wexford were probably unclear about both the details of the plan of rebellion and about the state of affairs in counties to their north.38 The state of the organisation in the county at this juncture was probably similar to that in other southern counties. As elsewhere, each parish was expected to produce a company of thirty or so men, headed by a captain elected from their ranks, and these were in turn to form battalions by barony, each headed by a colonel.39 In addition to its miltary organisation, the United Irishmen also had a parallel civil wing whose members were not directly involved with the military section of the movement.40


There is confusion about the identities of leading officers in Wexford, and it is difficult to distinguish between colonels and captains and even individuals who were not actually officers but who commanded respect locally and who rose into officer ranks later on. From the fragments of evidence we have, it seems the leadership included at least five prominent Protestants, all of them long-time liberals and supporters of Catholic political emancipation. These were Anthony Perry of Inch, a wealthy farmer from near the Wicklow border; George Sparks of Blackwater, on the east coast, another well-to-do farmer; Matthew Keogh of Wexford town, a merchant and former captain in the British army; and John Boxwell of Sarshill and William Hughes of Ballytrent, both farmers from the baronies of Bargy and Forth in the south-east. In addition, three liberal Protestant landlords from the south-eastern baronies, Beauchamp Bagenal Harvey of Bargy Castle, William Hatton of Clonard, and Cornelius Grogan of Johnstown Castle, were prominent in the civilian wing.


The Catholic officers came from a wide variety of backgrounds. Esmond Kyan of Mounthoward (near Ferns) and John and Edward Hay of Ballinkeele (a few miles south of Enniscorthy) were the sons of well-established Catholic landlords. Thomas Cloney of Moneyhore (a few miles south-west of Enniscorthy), Matthew and Michael Furlong of Templescoby (two miles to the west of the town), Miles Byrne of Monaseed (near the Wicklow border), Robert Carty of Birchgrove (south of Enniscorthy), Thomas Sinnott of Kilbride (a few miles from Oulart) and John Murphy of Loughnageer (six miles east of New Ross) were all from the ranks of well-to-do tenant farmers, many of them middlemen. Edward Roche of Garrylough (just north of Castlebridge), Edward Fitzgerald of Newpark (just north of Garrylough), John Kelly of Killann (near the Carlow border), Luke Byrne of Enniscorthy and Dick Monk of Wexford town were all merchants or sons of merchants, several of them involved in various aspects of the grain trade. Prominent also was John Henry Colclough of Ballyteigue, on the south coast of the county, who was a doctor.41


Most intriguing of all were several priests, many of them under suspension for various reasons at the time, who became actively involved and achieved captain’s rank or certainly had a great deal of influence by mid-May. Among these were Mogue Kearns of Kiltealy (on the Carlow border), Thomas Clinch of Enniscorthy, Philip Roche of Poulpeasty (half-way between Enniscorthy and New Ross), Edward Sinnott of Kilrush (near the Carlow border), Michael Murphy of Ballycanew (just south of Gorey), John Murphy of Boolavogue (just east of Ferns) and Thomas Dixon of Blackwater.42


The precise outlines of the command structure in which these and other officers fitted will never be known. It is likely that Perry, Kyan, Fitzgerald, Edward Roche, Keogh, Thomas Sinnott, Kelly and Cloney had the rank of colonel and were expected to lead battalions from their various baronies when the rebellion came.43 The others were mostly of captain’s rank. As for the rank and file of the Wexford movement, like elsewhere in Leinster and Munster they were a mixture of medium and small tenant farmers, tradesmen, clerks, teachers, and labourers, a cross-section of the county’s population, certainly its Catholic population, although younger men for the most part.44


The opposition to the United Irishmen in Wexford was an interesting mixture too. For one thing, the Catholic bishop, James Caulfield, and the vast majority of his priests were well aware of the conspiracy and adamantly opposed it.45 So too were several prominent Catholic laymen, including Harvey Hay, the father of John and Edward of Ballinkeele (his youngest son, Philip, was a yeoman).46 Most Protestant landlords were fiercely opposed to the movement, although some, such as the Carews of Castleboro, the Colcloughs of Tintem, and Lord Mountnorris of Camolin, seem to have assumed that rebellion would not actually break out and pursued a moderate policy accordingly. Other less alarmist landlords included Isaac Cornock of Corbetstown (near Ferns), Solomon Richards of Solsborough (just north of Enniscorthy), Joshua Pounden of Daphne (just west of Enniscorthy) and John Grogan of Healthfield (south of Enniscorthy), who was Cornelius Grogan’s brother.47


The main thrust of the drive to destroy the revolutionary movement in County Wexford came from well-known conservative sources such as the Rams of Gorey, George Ogle of Bellvue (south of Enniscorthy), the Loftuses of Loftus Hall (south of New Ross) and the Tottenhams of New Ross itself.48 A few among the ranks of the staunch conservatives, such as the landlord James Boyd of Rosslare (south of Wexford Town), the middlemen Hunter Gowan of Mount Nebo (west of Gorey), Archibald Hamilton Jacob of Enniscorthy and Hawtrey White of Peppard’s Castle (on the east coast), were especially fanatical.49 Countless other Protestants and loyalist Catholics played a less prominent role but took their places in the various yeomanry corps and worked relentlessly to destroy the movement. Threats and torture were commonplace in the county in May, and most of the yeomanry corps had startling success in the week between the 15th and 23rd when they established collection centres for the surrender of arms in the main villages and arrested scores of suspects, among them many blacksmiths and the priest Thomas Dixon of Blackwater.50


Neither the authorities nor the rebels in Wexford were aware when it came that the 23rd was to be the day of rebellion in and around Dublin.51 Two days earlier magistrates in Gorey, acting on well-founded suspicion, arrested Anthony Perry, imprisoned him in the market house there and had him tortured.52 Through the next two days, as the rebellion developed in Kildare and Meath and spread southwards towards Carlow, he continued to endure brutal treatment but refused to talk.53 His captains in the area around the town panicked when they learned of his arrest and went into hiding, thereby paralysing the movement in the northernmost barony of the county.54


In the meantime the fighting in the counties to the north had already produced several appalling atrocities. On the 23rd rebels at Prosperous in north Kildare killed several soldiers who surrendered to them.55 On the 24th over thirty Catholic yeomen whose loyalty was suspect were picked out from the ranks in the village square in Dunlavin, in west Wicklow, and shot dead; and on the 25th, within hours of a failed rebel attack on Carlow town which resulted in hundreds of casualties on the insurgent side, the magistrate in Carnew, just across the Wexford/Wicklow border, had twenty-eight prisoners taken out of jail and shot in a ball alley.56 It would only be a matter of time before reports not only of the rising itself but of these outrages reached United Irishmen in Wexford.




2


OUTBREAK


NOON, 26 MAY–8 A.M., 27 MAY


IN THE AFTERNOON AND EARLY EVENING OF 26 MAY, WITH NEWS OF the rebellions in Kildare and Carlow and reports of the massacres at Dunlavin and Carnew beginning to filter southwards through the county,1 the Wexford United Irishmen finally began to mobilise and follow the lead of the counties to their north. Some units appear to have begun to make preparations early,2 but there was a great deal of confusion among them and most captains waited patiently for twilight before actually calling their men into the field.


To the outside observer the situation in the county changed little during the day. Hundreds of men continued to come into collection centres to surrender weapons to local magistrates and to get the all-important protections in return. The magistrates, who surely knew a good deal about the midlands rebellion by this point, continued as before, supervising the surrender of arms at the various villages where it was taking place and dispatching mounted yeomanry patrols out into the countryside to intimidate those who might still be holding out. At Camolin the young Lieutenant Thomas Bookey supervised the surrenders and had no trouble.3 At Oulart the Catholic bishop, who was on his way back to Wexford after a visit to Archbishop Troy in Dublin, addressed scores of country people who were milling about in the street after handing in their weapons; he praised them for doing so and urged them to go home and encourage their neighbours to do the same.4


Amazingly, several very prominent United Irishmen continued to be involved in the disarmament as the day passed. Edward Fitzgerald’s residence at Newpark was a collection point, and Fitzgerald himself and the magistrate Edward Turner of Newfort supervised the process there. It went smoothly all day, and sometime that afternoon Edward Hay arrived from Wexford town to join them. When evening came, Turner took the collected arms back to his own house and bade Fitzgerald and Hay goodnight, still completely unaware of their membership of the United Irishmen.5


Bagenal Harvey spent the day collecting arms at his home, Bargy Castle, too. In the evening he loaded what he had gathered into carts and took them into Wexford town to hand them over to the authorities.6 Since he was still only a civilian member of the United Irishmen, it is possible that he was unaware of the plans for a rebellion, and so his duplicity was not quite as dramatic as that of Fitzgerald and Hay.


The authorities in Gorey had finally tortured a confession out of Perry by this time, and they must have had a very different perspective on the situation. He had not revealed all the leaders to them, but he had named Harvey, Colclough and Fitzgerald as being prominent in the conspiracy.


The greatest danger lay well to the south of Gorey. The United Irishmen in and around Gorey and Arklow were in a very poor state now and presented little immediate threat to the authorities. Perry himself was in custody,7 and the captains in the parishes along the border with Wicklow were still in hiding and effectively neutralised too. The experience of one of them, eighteen-year-old Miles Byrne from Monaseed, was probably typical. He had made his way into Arklow two days earlier and had hidden in the house of a friend. Terrified of being discovered, he and an associate had managed to link up with some recruiting sergeants and made their way out of the town on the evening of the 24th, travelling in the direction of Carlow, where the soldiers had been ordered to report. They spent the night in Hacketstown, and on the 25th they walked all the way to Carlow. They were still in Carlow on the 26th, surveying the damage from a battle that had been fought there the day before and trying desperately to make contact with rebels still in the field. All this time Byrne was out of touch with his comrades in north Wexford, and he had little hope at this point for effective mobilisation taking place anywhere in his own county.8


The organisation was in much better shape in central and southern Wexford. For a man like the High Sheriff, Henry Perceval, who must have received the details of Perry’s confession in the late afternoon or evening, the capture of Fitzgerald, Harvey and Colclough was the most pressing task here. Harvey’s involvement would have been especially disconcerting since he was well-to-do and a functioning magistrate.9 Moreover, his membership of the organisation also seemed to suggest that the conspiracy in the county involved much of the liberal interest and was not at all limited to the radical elements among the Catholic and marginal Protestant populations. Perceval could only assume now that even if weapons were surrendered in vast quantities, as long as men like Fitzgerald, Colclough and Harvey were still free they might issue the call to arms and restore their weapons to rank-and-file followers as their first act.


The High Sheriff decided to have all three men arrested during the night and taken to the town jail. Harvey, completely unsuspecting it seems, obliged him by coming into the town that evening and going to his residence there to pass the night. The authorities arrested him quickly and dispatched him to the jail.10 James Boyd and his trusted Wexford yeoman cavalry were selected to arrest Fitzgerald and Colclough; for reasons that are unclear, but which may reflect Perceval’s sense of the relative importance of Fitzgerald, he decided to have him apprehended first.11 As they finalised these plans and locked Harvey safely away in the town prison, Perceval and Boyd were well aware of how formidable the rebellion already was in the midlands,12 and they must have speculated among themselves about the likelihood that a rising was planned for Wexford soon. What they almost certainly did not know was that at that very moment, as they made their move against what they thought was the heart of the conspiracy in Wexford, the United Irishmen were taking the field all across the north central part of the county. Those responsible for the maintenance of law and order in Wexford had made their move a fraction too late.


The United Irish leaders in the northern baronies of the county, Gorey excepted, had probably laid the groundwork for their mobilisation quietly as the afternoon and evening passed. The details of these efforts are largely lost to us, but the fragments of evidence available suggest that the centre of activity was the baronies of Scarawalsh and Ballaghkeen. The actual mobilisation itself took place at around twilight in a broad sweep of territory running from the parishes along the Carlow border near Newtownbarry, eastwards through places like Kilcormick, Oulart and Kilmuckridge, and on southwards as far as Castlebridge.


*
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SCENE OF MOBILISATION OF 26–27 MAY AND BATTLE OF KILTHOMAS








The mobilisation, when it did begin, took place at a frantic pace. There is some evidence that somebody lit a fire on Carrigrew Hill, one of the highest points in the northern half of the county, just before sunset.13 Perhaps in response to this, (and/or to other communications), rebel units began to gather at various local rendezvous points.


Everywhere the pattern was broadly the same. Once the groups of thirty to forty men that were the building-blocks of the United Irish military structure14 gathered together, they set about the critical task of acquiring weapons. Some of them had managed to hold onto pikes and guns throughout the yeomanry’s disarmament campaign, but most had not, and they now therefore had to launch attacks on those places where the seized arms were being stored.15 Many of them also looked forward to the chance to take revenge on local yeomen by burning their houses.16 The yeomanry and militia were stationed for the night in the main towns; this meant that the rebels’ best hope lay in attacking the homes of prominent magistrates and other well-known loyalists likely to have weapons in their homes. These raids had to be carried out quickly, certainly before dawn broke and the garrisons in the towns had a chance to launch a counter-attack.


The first violence of the rebellion took place at Tincurry, near Ballycarney and just to the north of Scarawalsh Bridge. At around seven or eight o’clock that evening a band of rebels attacked a farmhouse belonging to a family named Piper. Their objective was to seize arms, but in the struggle that followed at least one member of the family lost his life.17 The attack was one of many that took place to the west of the River Bann as the night passed, and a young woman named Jane Barber who lived at Clovass, just to the south of Scarawalsh Bridge, spotted over a dozen houses on fire in the direction of Ferns from her window after dark.18


These ‘western’ rebels launched particularly determined and strategically significant attacks against three loyalist strongholds: Charles Dawson’s house at Charlesfort (near Ferns), Francis Turner’s house in Ballingale (near Ballycarney) and Lord Mountnorris’s residence at Camolin Park, all of which were assumed to contain large quantities of arms. The attacks on Dawson’s and Turner’s houses turned out to be especially bloody affairs. Dawson had persuaded ten local loyalists to stand guard at his house through the night for fear that the large store of pikes he had collected would be taken. As dawn broke and no attack appeared imminent, the ten neighbours left to return to their own homes and families. Shortly afterwards Dawson learned that a rebel band was approaching his house. He had only enough time to call one of his neighbours back before the insurgents arrived. Having reached Charlesfort, the rebels demanded that Dawson surrender the house and its contents. He refused, and in the battle which followed they set most of the out-offices and the dwelling-house itself on fire. The buildings burned to the ground quickly, and Dawson’s neighbour was killed as he tried to escape the flames. Dawson himself was badly wounded, although his wife and daughter had escaped through a window and fled to Newtownbarry, and he and his son eventually managed to get away to Ferns. The rebels almost certainly captured most of the weapons that were in the house.19


The attack on Ballingale followed much the same pattern. Francis Turner and several other loyalists had guarded his house successfully through most of the night, but early in the morning a large band of rebels approached it and demanded the surrender of everyone inside. Most of the defenders were well armed, and Turner refused to give in. The rebels then stormed the place, and he and several of the other loyalists were killed. All the women and children who were present escaped unharmed. The attackers again got away with at least some of the arms they sought and left the house in flames.20


At Camolin a rebel party formed sometime during the night or early on the following morning.21 The village was completely ungarrisoned at the time,22 and several loyalists, including the notorious local magistrate, the Rev. Roger Owens, fled northwards towards Gorey. The insurgents were able to advance on Mountnorris’s residence at Camolin Park unhindered.23 There was a huge supply of arms in the mansion, among them many of the pikes that had been handed in over the previous days and no less than 800 guns that had arrived recently from Dublin for the yeomanry. They seized this entire stock and set the building on fire. The local Catholic curate, Father John Redmond, went out and pleaded with them in vain not to harm Mountnorris’s property.24


Around dawn and in the early hours of the new day the rebel bands that had been active for several hours in the area between the Carlow border and the River Bann began to converge on Kilthomas Hill, a shoulder of the Slieveboy range which jutted out to the south of the main mountain and gave an excellent view of the countryside to the east, west and south. It was centrally located between Camolin, Ferns, Ballycarney and Clonegal, and the steep slopes could be easily defended against an assault by government forces. Most of the rebels were still poorly armed, but some now wielded guns and pikes collected from the raids. Bands of men continued to climb up the slopes of the hill as the morning hours passed, and by about ten o’clock there were at least a thousand men camped on its summit, along with a large number of camp-followers.25 Father Michael Murphy may have been there by that time, and he may even have taken command of the new-formed army, in the absence of Father Edward Sinnott, the man who would normally have commanded here but who had not appeared.26


As this dramatically successful mobilisation took place to the west of the Bann, rebels were taking to the field to its east and south-east too. Insurgent units mobilised simultaneously in the entire area from Kilbride parish down to Oulart and Kilmuckridge. The pattern was much like that in the west. It began with scattered bands of rebels forming into corps of thirty or forty men apiece and launching sudden attacks on nearby residences where arms were believed to be held. In some cases the targets were obvious ones since they were the homes of magistrates who had been actively collecting arms; in others they were merely the houses of Protestant farmers and were attacked because they might hold a gun or two or (and this surely happened in some cases) because of some private quarrel or sectarian rivalry.27


The process seems to have begun in Kilcormick before anywhere else to the east of the river, and it spread to adjacent parishes from there. There is little doubt, though, that rebel activity also began independently around Oulart, and perhaps around Newfort.


A rebel party formed at about sunset (which was at 8.30 p.m. that night)28 in Kilcormick under the leadership of Father John Murphy, the local United Irish captain. They were still assembling followers at about 10.30 p.m. when they accidentally encountered a yeoman cavalry patrol led by Lieutenant Thomas Bookey near The Harrow. There followed a brief skirmish in which Bookey and his deputy officer John Donovan became separated from the rest and were both killed, leaving the others to rush back to Ferns with news of the incident.29 The brief struggle at The Harrow was typical of what was taking place all across central Wexford that night, and once it was finished, Murphy and his men concentrated on their main task for the four or five hours of darkness that remained to them—attacking houses where arms were stored. As the night passed they raided farmhouses in several townlands of the parish, including Garrybritt, Mullaunree and Dranagh. No lives were lost in these raids, but many of the houses were set on fire, either during the attacks or afterwards.30


In the parish of Kilbride, which bordered the River Bann near Camolin, a rebel band gathered around midnight and attacked Thomas Bookey’s house at Rockspring, just at the base of Carrigrew Hill.31 Bookey’s servants fought the rebels off for much of the night, and several of the attackers died in the attempt to storm the house. Eventually, just before dawn, it caught fire and the defenders fled, taking at least some of the arms that were inside with them.32 Immediately after this the rebel party marched a further mile westwards and attacked the house of Isaac Cornock, another magistrate, at Corbetstown, seizing any arms they could find there.33


Rebels in the parishes immediately around Oulart had mobilised by this time too and had begun to attack nearby loyalist strongholds. The residence of the notorious local magistrate Hawtrey White, at Peppard’s Castle in Donoughmore parish, was an early target. White himself was spending the night with his men in Gorey, and so the attackers gained entrance to the house with ease. Once inside they conducted a largely fruitless search for arms, ransacked the place and threatened an elderly relative of White’s who lived there; in the end they did her no harm and, curiously, left without setting the house on fire.34


In Kilmuckridge parish hundreds of insurgents were also moving about the countryside well before dawn. At Island House a loyalist named George Williams awoke to the sound of dogs barking in the early hours of the morning, and when he looked out across the country to his north he could see bands of men on the move in several places and a number of houses burning in the distance. His wife, who was spending the night in their own house at Ballyadam, a mile or so to the east, awoke to see the same thing and then spotted several of her servants perched on the rooftop and watching the whole drama.35


Men and women were on the move very early that night in and around the village of Oulart itself, a place which had long been a hotbed of United Irish activity. As with their comrades in Ballycarney or Camolin or Kilcormick, the first objective of the Oulart rebels was to attack houses in which they knew large quantities of arms were being stored. Among these was Kyle Glebe, just to the north of the village, the residence of the Rev. Robert Burrowes, a local Protestant clergyman. Burrowes was liberal by reputation, but his house had become an important repository for surrendered arms. At least ten local yeomen were spending the night there, and they had barricaded the entire lower floor. A local Catholic had come to the house sometime before sunset that evening (and so before the incident at The Harrow) and told Burrowes that his place would be attacked during the night. The clergyman and his comrades stayed awake all night, and as early as eleven o’clock (at about the time the fighting was taking place at The Harrow) they could see groups of rebels gathering around nearby cabins. At about 3 a.m., as dawn approached, a band of a hundred or more finally converged on the house and demanded that all inside surrender. The defenders refused, and a brief battle ensued. When it had ended, the house was in flames and Burrowes and most of his companions were dead. The clergyman died in front of the house, piked in confusing circumstances as he tried to negotiate with the attackers, and the others either died in the confrontation that followed or were killed after they had surrendered. A few of the men (and all of the women and children) who had been taking shelter in the house did manage to escape.36


Sometime around dawn (it is uncertain if it was before or after the storming of Kyle Glebe) rebel units from Kilcormick and Kilbride made their way southwards and joined up with those already gathered in Oulart.37 The bands that had attacked the glebe-house had captured guns and a large quantity of pikes. With these in hand, and with the reinforcements from Kilcormick raising their numbers to around 400, they were now a force to be reckoned with.


At about 5 or 6 a.m. they marched south through Oulart village and went out into the countryside beyond. Their leaders were of no more than captain’s rank, as the colonel for this area, Esmond Kyan of Mounthoward, had been among those arrested just before the outbreak.38 Their immediate objective was to make a rendezvous with the units that had been forming in the parishes to the east and south of Oulart.39


They marched along the main Gorey–Wexford road for a mile or so and then turned eastwards for a short distance to Castle Ellis church, where they met several bands coming up from Kilmuckridge. From Castle Ellis they turned south in the direction of a little village called Ballinamonabeg, which lay two miles away. They expected that the battalions under the command of Edward Fitzgerald and Edward Roche would be there waiting for them.40


The mobilisation had not gone quite so smoothly in the parishes to the south of Oulart. The reason was the arrest of Edward Fitzgerald, which James Boyd’s cavalry detachment had carried out at Newpark shortly before midnight. Boyd and his men were completely unaware of what was happening in the countryside to their north as they brought their no doubt shocked prisoner back towards Wexford. Edward Hay accompanied them, but he was still unsuspected of United Irish activity and was still a free man.41


At about that time, with rebel bands already on the move in many parishes to the north, a young man named Jeremiah Donovan rode southwards from Kilcormick and brought news of the action at The Harrow to places like Oulart and Garrylough. Donovan probably warned rebels who were already mobilising that the yeomanry were about and suggested a point of rendezvous for later in the day to the leaders in both the Oulart and Castlebridge areas.42


In spite of the setback of Fitzgerald’s arrest (and perhaps with the encouragement of Donovan’s mission), the rebel mobilisation took place in the area around Newpark and Castlebridge in the hours after midnight, a little later than may have been hoped, but fairly smoothly nonetheless. Edward Roche of Garrylough was still at large, as were the various captains of local corps, and they called their men into the field with considerable skill. There were some problems connected with the loss of Fitzgerald. For example, the Blackwater unit, led by George Sparks, had gathered as planned earlier in the night and waited in vain for the Newpark and Garrylough men just to the south of their home village for several hours. Eventually, with no sign of the southerners coming, they turned back in despair and returned to their homes.43 Unknown to them, however, their comrades were taking to the field near Newpark and Garrylough by that time and were opening their campaign with an attack on Edward Turner’s house at Newfort, where they knew arms were stored. Turner offered no resistance and fled, and the insurgents made away with what arms he had collected.44 After that they gathered at some prearranged meeting-point and began to make their way northwards towards Ballinamonabeg with Edward Roche at their head.45


Turner himself rode frantically southwards to Wexford with news that the rebels were on the move in his district; he arrived in the town a few hours after dawn.46 By that time Roche’s force was already getting close to Ballinamonabeg, and the rebels moving down from Oulart and other points to the north were approaching it from the other side; the confused Blackwatermen had regrouped and moved eastwards and joined the Oulart column by this point too.47


The general rebel rendezvous finally took place in Ballinamonabeg sometime around seven or eight o’clock in the morning. The rank and file spread out in a field sloping above the crossroads that formed the heart of the village, and their officers met in a pub owned by a veteran of George Washington’s army named Jeremiah Kavanagh and a prominent United Irishman himself.48 The combined rebel forces in the village probably now amounted to close to a thousand men and women. Not all of them were committed United Irishmen (many were camp-followers, no doubt), and very few of them had firearms, but all told they constituted a formidable force.49


By 8 or 9 a.m. on Sunday 27 May, then, the Wexford United Irishmen had achieved a remarkable marshalling of their forces. In a matter of about six hours they had called perhaps 2,000 men into the field in a great stretch of country all the way from the Carlow borderland to the county’s east coast, a distance of twenty miles or more, and had begun to concentrate them in two sizeable armies, one at Kilthomas and one at Ballinamonabeg. They had attacked and in almost all cases overwhelmed groups of loyalists holed up in stone houses where quantities of arms were stored, and they had equipped themselves fairly well. By far the most important of these attacks was the one on Camolin Park, where they seized at least 800 carbines, but the Camolin band was too small to absorb this supply themselves, and it was impossible to get them to their comrades elsewhere in the county. For the time being they stockpiled them somewhere close by and awaited reinforcements from other parishes.50 It must have been clear to all of them that if they could get these weapons into the hands of their fellow-insurgents, this alone might make all the difference in the coming struggle.


All this had happened even though the organisation in the parishes around Gorey had been paralysed by arrests and in spite of the fact that several important officers, including three colonels (Edward Sinnott,51 Edward Fitzgerald and Esmond Kyan), had not been able to take part. All that was left for them to do now was to hold onto what they had taken and to keep local militia and yeomanry units occupied. This was certainly what the long-established United Irish blueprint had called for in Wexford and similar counties,52 and at least some of the leaders gathered at Kilthomas and Ballinamonabeg that morning must have been familiar with this strategic arrangment.


For their part, the yeomanry and militia were thrown completely off balance by the suddenness of the uprising, and their response during its first ten hours or so very much reflects this. In fact, with the exception of those small groups that opposed rebel bands when they conducted arms raids, there was no real military response to the United Irish mobilisation in Wexford during those first ten hours at all. Even the various units stationed around the northern parishes of the county made no serious effort to respond until well after daybreak, giving the insurgents the vital time they needed to seize the initiative.


This ineffectiveness was partly a consequence of the strategy adopted by those in charge of government forces: as on previous nights, they had withdrawn to the safety of the main towns and villages until daylight returned, and so had left important strongpoints in the countryside, such as houses where arms were stored, to be guarded by only small companies of yeomen or by the owners of the houses themselves. Thus most of the yeomanry from Gorey and Ballaghkeen baronies spent the night in Gorey, and the units from Scarawalsh stayed in Enniscorthy, Ferns and Newtownbarry.53 This left a large tract of territory between these towns completely unguarded, and it was in this open area that the insurgent mobilisation primarily took place.


There were a few halfhearted and confused efforts to respond to the first reports of trouble before darkness actually fell on the 26th, but these did nothing to stem the tide. The first commander to realise that the rising was beginning was Isaac Cornock at Ferns, who got reports of an attack on a loyalist house near Scarawalsh (probably Piper’s of Tincurry) sometime early in the evening.54 Not long afterwards news of the rebel actions in the same area reached Solomon Richards and John Grogan in Enniscorthy.55 Cornock had no cavalry in Ferns,56 and so he sent word to Camolin of the attack and asked the two young cavalry lieutenants there, Smith and Bookey, to come to his aid. Smith and his detachment had been patrolling the countryside off to the east all day, and they had not yet arrived back when Cornock’s messenger got to Camolin. Bookey had to send a messenger of his own out to meet them and to tell them what was happening. Eventually Smith got back, but by the time the two detachments reached Ferns (leaving Camolin unguarded) Cornock was already getting reports of rebel activity around Kilcormick, several miles to his east. Accordingly, he decided to send Bookey and his men out in the direction of Kilcormick and to dispatch Smith’s unit southwards towards Scarawalsh.57 His plan may have been to have Bookey swing around to the south at The Harrow, a small crossroads hamlet in Kilcormick, and to join with Smith somewhere near Scarawalsh.58 Instead Bookey’s patrol ran headlong into the Kilcormick rebel corps outside The Harrow and, as we have already seen, were driven back with the loss of their leader and one of their men.


The authorities in Enniscorthy were beginning to react to reports of rebel mobilisation to their north by this time too. Richards and Grogan rode out towards Tincurry with their cavalry to investigate the reports of attacks on loyalist farmhouses, and when they got there they discovered that the stories were true. Rather than ride further north in the gathering darkness and seek out the rebel band that had conducted the action, they decided to return to Enniscorthy and wait until morning59 and probably made their way back unaware that Smith and Bookey were probing the area from the other direction.


As for Smith, when he reached Scarawalsh and made the same discovery that Grogan and Richards had done a short time before, he too became as wary of staying in the open country with darkness approaching and returned to Ferns for the night. While on his way he saw no sign of any rebels and arrived back in the village unaware that Bookey had run into serious trouble only a few miles to the east.60


On the arrival back in Ferns of Smith and his men and of Bookey’s now leaderless unit, Cornock realised how serious the situation had become both to his east and south. He could hardly have been sure at this stage if a broad-based rebellion had actually begun or if this was localised violence, but, like Grogan and Richards six miles to his south in Enniscorthy, he was not prepared to risk having his cavalry wiped out and decided to keep them with him and wait for daylight before sending them out again, thereby giving the insurgents three or four crucial hours in which to organise themselves.61


Loyalist families living in areas where the rebels were now mobilising began to panic as soon as it became clear to them what was happening. Some remained where they were (including those who, like Dawson, Turner of Ballingale, and Burrowes, were eventually surrounded and attacked), but many fled from their homes when they had the chance, and as the hours of darkness passed scores of them began to stream towards Ferns, Enniscorthy and Newtownbarry.62 Towards morning, as the panic spread further afield, refugees also began to arrive in towns more distant from the area of rebellion, including Wexford, Gorey and Carnew, bringing news of the rising with them to all these places, often in wildly exaggerated form.63


The commanders of government troops remained confused about the whereabouts, size and intentions of the rebel forces well into the next day. Nevertheless, in the hours immediately after dawn detachments from Gorey, Carnew, Newtownbarry, Ferns and Enniscorthy ventured out into the countryside in search of them, undertaking what amounted to the first phase of the counter-offensive. Cavalry units from Enniscorthy and Ferns were among the first to move out. The Enniscorthy group, led by Richards and Grogan, went in the direction of Kilcormick. They had begun to hear terrifying reports of rebel attacks on isolated loyalist farmhouses in that area during the last few hours before dawn, and they decided that the main rebel concentration was somewhere nearby. They passed through several townlands in which loyalist houses had been attacked and pushed on as far as Boolavogue. By that stage they had concluded that Father John Murphy was the leader of the rebels in that district (either because they suspected him of United Irish membership long before the outbreak, or because eyewitnesses to the attacks had mentioned him), and they took revenge on the priest when they arrived at Boolavogue by setting his house and chapel on fire. They found his vestments and items for the celebration of mass hidden in the garden of his house, proving in their view that he had planned his departure in advance and thus implicating him in the attacks even more closely.64


Grogan and Richards allowed their men to begin take revenge on the ordinary countrypeople too. The developments of the night just ended had created a great stir around Kilcormick, and many people who had slept outdoors for several days for fear of attack had come out into the open out of curiosity.65 The soldiers treated anyone they saw as a suspected rebel, and began to shoot at them indiscriminately as they rode along. They also took to setting fire to any empty houses they came across (of which there were a great many by this point), presuming that they were the homes of rebels. In doing this they spread a degree of terror through the area that at least matched anything the rebels had done an hour or two before.66


The mounted troops were unable to find the rebels themselves. When they left Boolavogue, Grogan and Richards turned westwards towards The Harrow, moving away from the direction the Kilcormick insurgents had actually taken. They may have done this because they had heard that two soldiers had been killed there a few hours before, or they may have been misled by those local residents who agreed to or were forced to talk. When they reached The Harrow they turned south, perhaps by way of returning to Enniscorthy, and found the bodies of Bookey and Donovan on the roadside, unmoved since their deaths. Both were badly mangled, but a sum of money and a valuable watch had been left untouched in Bookey’s pocket.67


Lieutenant Smith and what was left of the Camolin cavalry had also ridden out from Ferns to The Harrow shortly after dawn. They were not aware that the Enniscorthy unit had gone in the same direction, but the two detachments encountered each other somewhere near the hamlet.68 From there they turned north-westwards together and rode in the general direction of Camolin, moving even further away from Oulart, but searching the countryside on either side of their route for bands of rebels and continuing to shoot anyone they found whom they suspected of being a straggler. They also persisted with their policy of burning unoccupied houses and cut a wide path of arson across the valley of the Bann to the north of Ferns.69


At about 6 a.m. three other government detachments made their way out into the countryside in reponse to the reports of rebellion. The largest of these was a column of yeoman cavalry and infantry from Carnew amounting to about 300 men, which had received reports of the rebel mobilisation around Ferns and Ballycarney and which now pushed southwards, directly towards Kilrush parish.70 A small cavalry force also rode out from Newtownbarry in the direction of Ballycarney at about the same time, but they encountered a sizeable band of rebels who attacked them with rocks and other missiles at Tombrack crossroads, and they quickly withdrew to the town and played no further part in the events of the day.71


The third force was a detachment of over a hundred cavalry under Hawtrey White which left Gorey and moved directly southwards towards Oulart at around five or six o’clock. White had received many reports of rebel attacks by that time, but he did not know exactly where the main rebel forces were, and so he moved cautiously and slowly. Like Grogan’s and Richards’s men, his troops took to killing anyone they found hiding in the fields near the road and began to burn houses indiscriminately as they passed.72
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FIRST BLOOD


8 A.M.–MIDNIGHT, 27 MAY


AS THE EARLY MORNING HOURS PASSSED, THE REBELS AT Ballinamonabeg remained unaware that Hawtrey White and a column of a hundred cavalrymen was approaching them from the north, although they almost certainly expected some kind of opposition within the next few hours. At this time their leaders were more concerned with organisational matters. The loss of Fitzgerald seems to have created a leadership crisis, and many of the captains, including George Sparks of Blackwater, Morgan Byrne of Kilnamanagh, and Father John Murphy of Boolavogue, retained considerable authority,1 even though Edward Roche was the only colonel present.


White and his men passed through Oulart at about eight o’clock and saw the bodies of Burrowes and his neighbours on the lawn of the glebe-house just to its north. In the village itself he learned of the whereabouts of the main rebel force and then led his men southwards directly towards them.2


The rebels had some lookouts watching the surrounding countryside, and these men spotted White when he was about a mile away. They spread the alarm, and the little army reacted quickly. Roche and the other officers realised they had a clear advantage in numbers, if not in weapons, and at Sparks’s suggestion they decided to try to trap the approaching cavalry between the sloping fields that ran along the west side of the road and a marshy valley that ran parallel to it on the east side. To do this they sent several bands of men forward along the slope and along the other side of the road to outflank White’s men once they came close to the main camp at the crossroads. The cavalrymen were armed only with sabres and pistols, so there was a good chance that they could be overwhelmed in close combat.


White noticed the movements on either side of the road once he got close to the rebel camp. He slowed his men down to a trot in response, and then, when they were just outside musket range, he halted them completely. At this point he realised what was happening and understood the likely outcome. After a brief pause he wheeled his men about and led them, at a gallop, back in the direction of Oulart. The rebels did not have an organised cavalry detachment, and so they could only watch helplessly as White and his men escaped without a shot being fired. The encounter may have encouraged them (White was, after all, widely hated, and his men had fled in panic), but the chance to capture vital sabres and firearms had been lost.3


White and his men stopped briefly at Castle Ellis. He had already concluded that the rebels would gain control of the entire district and that the loyalists of the area should be evacuated. He divided his troops into smaller units and ordered them to ride through the area around Oulart telling loyalist families to leave their homes and go northwards towards Gorey immediately.4 In doing this he was relinquishing the whole area of the Ballaghkeen baronies, north and south, to the insurgents, presumably in the hope that the rebellion could be contained within that area once there was time for government forces to rally.


In many districts along the coast the rebel mobilisation was still taking place at this late stage, and this hampered White’s efforts to get loyalist families away from the area. As his men scattered across the countryside with word to evacuate, he took a small detachment himself and went on eastwards to the residence of the Boltons of Island and told the family to leave for Gorey. He saw no rebels along the stretch of road between Oulart and Island, but when he turned westwards once again towards the Oulart–Gorey road and then swung eastwards towards his own residence at Peppard’s Castle, he found the roads blocked by rebel bands in several places. Eventually he gave up the attempt to reach his home and made his way back towards the road to Gorey.5


One of his soldiers, a man named Darcy, was not so lucky. He tried to reach his home too, but a group of rebels spotted him in the townland of Ballynahown and killed him in a field near his house. As a yeoman in uniform they may have considered him fair game anyway, but the fact that he was related through his mother to the Loftuses and Tottenhams must have made him an even more inviting victim.6 When the opportunity arose, White’s men were merciless too, and they continued to shoot at anyone they suspected of being a rebel straggler. Within this category they often included men who happened to be near the road as they passsed by but who had nothing to do with the rebels.7


The flight of the loyalists from the Ballaghkeen countryside which now began was a panic-stricken affair. Entire families, especially landed families, threw armfuls of belongings into carts and drove northwards by any route that was open. While most headed for Gorey, fifteen miles away for some, a few, like the Williamses of Ballyadam, followed the advice of sympathetic servants and headed southwards to the ‘Catholic country’ of Ballyvaldon and Blackwater, where they expected loyalist–rebel tensions might not be so high. Some even made their way eastwards towards the seashore and waited on the beaches, hoping the turmoil would somehow pass them by. In several cases groups of rebels encountered these refugees as they fled, and in a few instances they threatened them; generally, however, they were left alone to flee as best they could, and few if any of them came to harm.8


White and his detachment of yeomen probably made their way back towards the Gorey road by eleven or twelve o’clock. They had scattered widely through the area, however, and it would take several more hours before they would have completed their rendezvous and be ready to withdraw.9 In doing this they would be pulling back from the real epicentre of the rebellion, just as the Camolin and Enniscorthy cavalry had unwittingly done a few hours earlier. However, their part in the morning’s drama was not quite over.


The garrison in Wexford town reacted even more slowly to the news of rebellion than did those further north. Edward Turner had crossed the bridge with word of insurgent attacks in the area around his home quite early in the morning, probably between six and eight o’clock.10 At that point the garrison was short of cavalry since Boyd and his men had now gone out to Ballyteige to arrest Colclough.11 Meanwhile the other cavalry unit, the Shelmaliers, had been decimated by desertions (including that of Edward Roche) and now numbered barely more than a dozen men.12 The garrison commander, Lieutenant-Colonel Foote of the North Cork militia, was unwilling to risk the handful of mounted men he had by sending them into the turbulent country beyond Castlebridge, and so he waited for some time for Boyd’s return.


Around ten o’clock, however, with Boyd still absent, he finally decided to take a detachment of infantry and what was left of the Shelmalier cavalry to investigate the reports of rebel mobilisation for himself. He selected about 120 men from the two units for the task, and had them prepare for the march. The Shelmaliers would function as his advance guard, and he left orders for the Wexford cavalry to follow him north as soon as they returned with their prisoner.13


Foote had no clear idea at first of where the rebel forces were concentrated but the loyalist refugees who had come into the town in the hour or two after Turner’s arrival had suggested that they were gathering near Oulart, and this now became his destination.14 The troops marched out in high spirits, and loyalists in the town seem to have watched them go with a sense of relief, confident that they would quickly crush whatever uprising had taken place.15 The town’s United Irishmen watched too, no doubt happy that the rebellion had evidently come, but confused about what to do, as they had not heard from their leaders and were very likely aware that Fitzgerald and Harvey had been thrown into prison.


At about the time that Foote and his men were crossing the bridge at Wexford and venturing out into the countryside to its north, the Carnew yeomanry force of 300 or more men was bearing down on the rebel camp at Kilthomas. Meanwhile the Enniscorthy and Ferns cavalry, under Grogan, Richards and Smith, was approaching the hill from the south. The fate of the rising in Wexford very much depended on what happened in the next few hours when the soldiers came face to face with the insurgents in confrontations such as this.


The first confrontation took place at Kilthomas, and the outcome was a disaster for the rebels. The Carnew detachment made its way through the Slieveboy gap and approached the western slope of the hill.16 The sudden arrival of the soldiers may have taken Father Michael Murphy and his aides by surprise, although they must have expected some kind of response from nearby government forces by this point in the morning. The yeomanry were led by two prominent figures from the Fitzwilliam estate: the cavalry by Captain Wainwright, Fitzwilliam’s agent, and the infantry by one of his tenants, Captain Bookey, a brother of Lieutenant Bookey who had lost his life the night before at The Harrow.17


With little hesitation the two officers decided to launch an attack on the ridge as soon as they had come close to it, even though the rebels occupied the high ground and outnumbered them heavily. The soldiers had the twin advantages of far better weapons and the benefit of the assumption that, when faced with men in uniform, an irregular force would always give way, regardless of its size.


The Carnew troops began their advance from the side of a broad valley to the west of the hill, and as they moved closer to its base the cavalry broke off to the left and began to climb towards its top along a narrow lane that ran up the slope beyond the rebel right. The infantry in the meantime formed battle-lines at the bottom of the slope and began a slow, steady advance across the fields and ditches towards the insurgents massed directly above them. Father Michael Murphy and the other United Irish officers no doubt tried to steady their men as the troops drew closer, but the rebels were facing organised troops for the first time and they began to waver early.
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