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Tom Barry: IRA Freedom Fighter







‘Meda Ryan’s fascinating biography Tom Barry: IRA Freedom Fighter, demonstrates her considerable and detailed knowledge concerning the famous Cork republican … She refers to Barry’s “greatness” and his “genius as a commander”, and in chronicling his intriguing life she produces many valuable details for the reader. She also takes issue on numerous occasions with Prof Peter Hart …’


Richard English, Irish Times


‘Even the most hardened “revisionist” historian will find Ryan’s book a source of interesting and valuable material. Ryan had access to Tom Barry’s papers, and conducted extensive interviews with him and others from the early 1970s onwards. This work is important because it is the first substantial nationalist/republican account of that period which tries to directly challenge this “new revolutionary history”.’


Liam Ó Ruairc, History Ireland


‘Meda Ryan crosses swords convincingly with Peter Hart on the authenticity of the “false surrender” at Kilmichael, which precipitated a fight to the finish with the Auxiliaries … If the War of Independence showed Tom Barry at his most effective, the biography is also interesting on his subsequent career … Meda Ryan has done an excellent job, and no doubt stirred further debate.’


Martin Mansergh, Irish Independent


‘This book on General Tom Barry and his contribution to the struggle for Irish freedom is one that I would recommend for every household and educational institution in this country … Meda Ryan has given us a true and authentic account of historical events, and a leader of extraordinary talent, that will be of benefit not only to people of this generation but to future ones as well.’


Seán Ó Ceilleacháir, Southern Star


‘The author’s collection of testimony from old IRA veterans, richly varied archival sources, and interest in being as accurate as possible in her retelling of the many colourful incidents which dominated his life combine to give the reader a comprehensive picture of Tom Barry.’


Frank Bouchier-Hayes, The Limerick Leader


‘At last a biography fit for a national hero … Meda Ryan has produced an excellent and well-documented biography of Barry ... [her] biography is an absolute must for anyone who is interested in the War of Independence as well as in Barry’s role in it.’


Peter Beresford Ellis, Irish Democrat


‘If there’s one man who epitomises that zealous virtue of ‘fighting the good fight’ in Ireland during the last century, it has to be Tom Barry … his prowess as a guerrilla leader made him the subject of song and story for subsequent generations …This biography of Barry is certainly a significant work, both in terms of its scholarly use of voluminous source material and its unique interpretation of such a colourful and contentious figure in Irish history.’


Michael Hall, Irish Post


‘The book is thoroughly researched … Incident after incident is related with unstinting conviction as the author takes on the mindset of her hero in recounting the many daredevil exploits of the West Cork flying column. Barry’s involvement on the fringes of the Treaty negotiation is dealt with as is the engagement with the ceasefire/dump arms deal of 1923 and his term as IRA chief of staff.’


Colette Olney, Bandon Opinion
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‘In war, it is not the men who count, it is the man’
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Preface


In 1982, I wrote a book called The Tom Barry Story, commissioned by Mercier Press. Because, at the time I had to confine the book to a certain number of words, I didn’t use a substantial amount of my accumulated material. Therefore, when a Kilmichael ambush controversy arose in 1998, together with the question by Peter Hart, in The IRA & Its Enemies: Violence and Community in Cork 1916–1923, regarding sectarianism in West Cork IRA during the 1920–22 period, I saw the need for a fuller biography of one of the great architects of modern guerrilla warfare in Ireland’s fight for freedom. Because I had interviewed Tom Barry extensively and also the men who fought with him I believed that in the interest of historical accuracy certain issues required further investigation.


After The Tom Barry Story was published, David Willis approached me, saying he had acquired Tom Barry’s letters and documents and asked if I was interested in consulting them. Having taken a cursory look I initially dismissed the idea of using them for research, as they were in a dreadful state. Some were torn, water marked, in black plastic bags, having been salvaged by a builder while demolishing and renovating Tom Barry’s flat after his death. But, in 1998 I felt if I was to undertake writing a full biography of Tom Barry I would have to tackle this substantial body of papers. This existing collection has been extremely important in clarifying controversial aspects of his life. Furthermore, in my research I obtained a number of personal recordings of Tom Barry and a home video, together with a vast amount of material, much of it unedited and not transmitted, in the RTÉ Sound Archives and TV Archives – all recorded in my acknowledgments. Numerous records have survived in personal documents and in the various archives in Ireland and England, thus throwing new light on a man of action, who spent a lifetime, in his unique way, trying to unite Ireland under one flag.


Moreover, I had interviews with some of the men who fought with Tom Barry, in his flying column in the War of Independence, the Civil War, the IRA conflicts in the 1920s, 1930s, 1940s, 1950s and right up to his death. I had accumulated a sizeable number of tape recordings and notes from men and women who were willing, honest and open with their accounts of ambushes and events.


In a certain way I have worked on this all my life. Growing up near the town of Bandon in West Cork I was acutely aware that a group of Volunteers known as the Third West Cork Brigade had played a major part in the fight for the freedom of Ireland. Before I ever heard of De Valera or Michael Collins, Tom Barry, with his flying column, was a household name.


We knew the words of ‘The Boys of Kilmichael’, ‘The Upton Ambush’ and ‘The Men of Barry’s Column’ because they were taught by nationally-minded teachers in schools and sung by local men and women doing their daily work or meeting at threshing or station parties. For me the songs had a special significance because my uncle, Pat O’Donovan was one of ‘the boys of Kilmichael’ and my mother’s family was deeply involved in the Republican movement. But I was also influenced by the fact that the Hales family, who experienced so much trauma and who were the original organisers of the Volunteers in West Cork, were neighbours. Also, during those formative years, I became acquainted with many men, each of whom were known in the locality as ‘one of the Old IRA’. My father took a great interest in history as told by these people. His family hadn’t been involved in the Volunteer movement, but he was a descendant of an evicted family. On some Sunday afternoons he would visit one of these old IRA men, and invariably, while quite young, I would travel with him, so I got to know these men and women who were involved in Ireland’s fight for freedom. I listened to their personal stories and I saw tears in many men’s eyes. All this was an invaluable insight for later. Furthermore, my mother’s ‘inside’ knowledge aided the discussions.


Later as I thought about writing a book on the Third West Cork Brigade, I interviewed a number of men and women during the 1970s and early 1980s. I spoke extensively to the man who trained and led the flying column – Commandant General Tom Barry. We discussed ambushes and incidents, and though I had not decided to write a biography of him at the time, he jokingly mentioned this possibility at our last meeting. Because there is overlapping in much of the nine interviews and in our many meetings and conversations, I have not dated each throughout this work, but have done so with other contributors.


I have covered the Kilmichael ambush in depth, as I knew it was vital for history that the record of what exactly occurred should be investigated in so far as this was possible. It was imperative, I felt, to explore the ambush details and subsequent records.


The necessity of being vigilant with interviewees struck me very forcibly early on. Having familiarised myself with locations, with people’s background, I soon became alert to either unintentional or perhaps deliberate suggestions of an ‘untrue’ viewpoint. While I regard oral evidence as an important part of history, as many participants would not take the trouble to consign their experience to paper, I am also aware of the importance of self-censorship, accuracy and a search for the truth. Tom Barry drew my attention to this early on when he spoke to me of the method used by Bureau of Military History members. Their brief was to record without question, every word that contributors proffered. He suggested burning that segment of the collection. This is dealt with within this book.


Relatives of those who played important parts in many of the ambushes, raids or events mentioned and whose names are not quoted, will, I hope, understand that this work is about one man, Tom Barry, and the part he played in the important activities upon which his life touched. However, I would like to say that his greatness and success was helped by the men and women who worked and fought bravely with him.


I knew from my research that Tom Barry was the ‘mighty’ man, the legendary commander – ruthless, daring, cold-blooded, unselfish, benign, irritable, sometimes uncompromising or compromising, open-minded or single-minded, depending on the circumstances. Described by an ex-detective sergeant as ‘the most principled man’ he ever met, Barry, with his out-spoken opinions, made him constantly a controversial figure. Professor Gearóid Ó Tuathaigh in an RTÉ recording in 1980, described Barry and his flying column’s ‘contribution in the establishment of the twenty-six county state’ as an integral part of a much more general attempt ‘to subvert what was the constituted authority in the land’ in order to ‘implement the decisions’ of the suppressed Dáil. Barry’s brief term as chief-of-staff of the IRA, his constant battle with the State and the Church added colour to his activities. Having discovered this colourful character whom I had got to know, and whose faults and virtues presented themselves to me, I was aware that in order to be true to myself, to readers and to him, I would have to present the ‘full’ man.


After The Tom Barry Story was published, Cardinal Tomás Ó Fiaich, Primate of all Ireland, rang me. He believed that more than any other freedom fighter, Tom Barry deserved credit for what he had done for the Irish people. The cardinal had met Barry and said that Barry’s first words were of freedom – ‘freedom for the Irish people to be themselves and to be masters of their own country’.


In a broadcast tribute to him after his death, Donncha Ó Dulaing, who had interviewed him when he was in his early eighties, said he found him with ‘his back as straight as his point of view’. In that transmission Denis Conroy described him as ‘one of the greatest men this country every produced’. He was the man, Dave Neligan records, that Mick Collins ‘thought the world of’ and believed ‘he truly helped’ bring the British government ‘to its knees’. He was a Republican activist who held no bitterness towards comrades who took the opposing side in the Civil War, and he tried, where possible, to heal ‘wounds’ left because of the conflict.


Being aware that Tom Barry’s deeds, his strength of character and his controversies will be remembered not alone in the county of Cork which he loved, but throughout Ireland and amongst Irish people everywhere, it is my hope therefore, that in presenting the ‘rounded’ man with all his faults he will be seen as a human being, who was capable of distinguishing the ideal from the real situation, and emerging as a true patriot.


Meda Ryan









Introduction


When Tom Barry was appointed commander of the Third West Cork Brigade Flying Column he took a vow to dedicate himself to working to see Ireland as an independent nation. As the years progressed, he was mindful of a partitioned Ireland, and could quote by heart the 1916 Proclamation, which contained the declaration, ‘of the people of Ireland to the ownership of Ireland’. He described the document as ‘a brief history in itself’ that noted that ‘Ireland had suffered at the hands of the English for those seven centuries’ and had resorted to arms ‘six times’ in the previous ‘three hundred years’.


When he returned to Ireland, having fought in the Great War, he began to study Irish history and the attempts made by previous generations who tried to free Ireland from British domination. He found a dichotomy between his role fighting as a British soldier for the freedom of ‘small nations’ while his own country continued to be suppressed by British rule.[1]


There is no doubt that Tom Barry deserves a prominent place in Irish history; that his role as a freedom fighter has not been given a merited place in history is certain; that he is among the most important historical figures in obtaining independence for the twenty-six county Irish state is irrefutable.


Tom Barry spent his formative years in West Cork. This part of the country had a tradition of learning – from the hedge schools to the state schools; a tradition of sport, athletics and Gaelic games; a tradition of emigration dating back to the famine; a tradition of yearning for independence, especially since the formation of the Fenians. There had been tithes, rack rents, insecurity of tenure and evictions. Several families in the area were either connected to, or knew, evicted families. This, coupled with the Fenian movement, influenced many West Cork citizens, and permeated the region at a time when morale was low after famine had decimated the area, especially Skibbereen and its hinterland. Members of several West Cork families were involved in the Fenian movement, including the Hales, the Deasys, the many branches of the O’Donovans, the O’Briens, the O’Mahonys, etc. Prominent members included the executed William Philip Allen of Bandon – one of the Manchester martyrs – involved in the rescue of Timothy Kelly and of Timothy Deasy, Clonakilty. These men, like Clonakilty’s Eugene Davis and Jeremiah O’Donovan Rossa (Rosscarbery), were steeped in the Fenian movement.


The Irish Volunteers were formed in southern Ireland in November 1913, in response to the formation of the Ulster Volunteers. In West Cork, Volunteers were engaged in drilling, parading and general discipline from 1915 onwards.


Before the 1916 Rising a group of West Cork Volunteers set out on foot for Tralee Bay to obtain arms and ammunition from the Aud. Outside Millstreet, they received word of the ill-fated cargo, and had to return. Some of these men were arrested and jailed for many months.


The participation of West Cork men in the Dublin Easter Rising, their subsequent term in internment camps, plus the execution of the Rising leaders had a profound effect on all Irish people, not least on Tom Barry who was far from his native shores at the time.


By 1917, when all political prisoners were released and conscription for the Great War was looming, Volunteers in West Cork were aware that parading, drilling and public meetings were in preparation for further military action, if the need arose.


In West Cork poverty was widespread. The livelihood of a large segment of the population was dependent on manual labour. Small farm-holders sometimes used a barter type system, where eggs, fowl, grain, potatoes and vegetables were given to shops in return for groceries. This poverty ran side by side with the comfortable living style of the ascendancy class. Many people believed that if Ireland had their own elected government, justice, together with the necessities of life would be more evenly distributed.


Liam Deasy records that news of the success in 1917 of Sinn Féin candidates, Joe McGuinness, Count Plunkett, Eamon de Valera and W. T. Cosgrave, ‘caused great excitement’ in West Cork. This was followed by De Valera’s election as president of both Sinn Féin and of the Volunteers. Soon afterwards De Valera was welcomed to Bandon ‘by massive crowds, marching men, cyclist groups, and most striking of all, many horsemen from rural areas paraded for the event’. This ‘helped to create a strong sense of confidence in the Nationalist movement.’ In 1918 the threat of conscription sent large numbers flocking to the Volunteers. There were arrests in West Cork, as elsewhere, of men like Neilus Connolly, Skibbereen who spent some time in Strangeways jail before escaping with five others, blooded from the barbed wire. The Royal Irish Constabulary (RIC) was continually harassing the Volunteers and their difficulties were added to when the Skibbereen Eagle used its column to denigrate the organisation.[2]


Home Rule, which looked imminent before the Great War, was suspended for its duration, but was not honoured when the war ended. The overwhelming success of Sinn Féin in the 1918 election meant that the Irish people placed their trust in their own representatives. Nationalist Ireland, though disillusioned, found common hope as Sinn Féin was united with the Volunteers against the Military Service Act. The meeting of the First Dáil, on 21 January 1919, laid the constitutional basis of the new Irish state, 34 of the elected representatives were ‘absent’ in jail.[3] The Dáil had been declared an illegal assembly; prohibition by the British parliament necessitated its members holding meetings in secret. As the RIC scoured the country and arrested Volunteers and Sinn Féin members, it was obvious that the British government wanted these new-found ‘troublemakers’ in custody.


Instead of trying to curb the disquiet by communication, the British administration, in banning Dáil Éireann, only fuelled the Volunteers’ effort to obtain arms and ammunition by raids and attacks on RIC barracks and other military premises. British acquiescence in incidents like the RIC’s killing of Cork’s lord mayor, Tomás MacCurtain in March 1920 and the introduction of the Auxiliaries and the Black and Tans by mid-1920 gave priority to militarism rather than political diplomacy and persuasion. The oath of allegiance to the Dáil of the Irish Republic by Volunteers established them as an army for that parliament.


According to Lionel Curtis, imperial activist, writer and drafter of policies for Lloyd George, ‘Sir Edward Carson threatened to revive the Ulster Volunteers’ in response to Sir Horace Plunkett’s (Irish Dominion League) manifesto demand for Irish Home Rule. Lloyd George denied the application of President Wilson’s principles of a Paris Peace hearing for Ireland in July 1920. And on 23 July The Times ‘published its plan for settlement of the Irish question on the lines of partition, and thereafter definitely transferred its support from the cause of Unionism to that of Home Rule’.[4]


The partition-framing mould had been publicly set in motion by mid-1920. As Professor Joe Lee noted, if Sinn Féin ‘were out-witted on the north, it was not in December 1921, but already in December 1920 when they proved powerless to prevent the imposition of the Government of Ireland Act’.[5]


Lionel Curtis found that by 1 January 1920 it was difficult for the police to obtain recruits in Ireland so ‘a recruiting office was opened in London. Men who had served in the war as NCOs were selected, and as they were sent to Ireland faster than police uniforms could be made for them’ relationships did not ‘improve’.[6] ‘Even Loyalists were resorting to Republican Courts’. Curtis found Sinn Féin ‘a movement’ which, ‘throughout seems free from a sordid taint …’ therefore ‘the criminal courts of Sinn Féin were a direct challenge. To ignore it would have meant the most practical admission that Sinn Féin was ruling the country. Government decided to accept the challenge. Col Byrne, the chief inspector of police, was displaced and Sir Hamar Greenwood became Irish secretary and appointed General Tudor as police adviser to himself’, and General Macready was appointed commander-in-chief. The decision to recruit Auxiliaries and the Black and Tans meant that as 1920 progressed a state of military action became pervasive in Ireland.[7]


Tom Barry, in a wide-ranging talk to a select group in Cork in the early 1970s, prefaced his talk by outlining a brief history of Ireland’s fight against British domination: ‘when we went into this revolution, we had to feel that we were doing it for a purpose, we had been slaves for 700 years. ’Twas time that that was ended!’ He spoke of the election and formation of ‘Dáil Éireann as a government set up by the people of the country’, at the same time, he said, ‘there was also the British government – the de facto government who had the power and arms … They proclaimed the Irish government that was set up. They proclaimed anything that was Nationalistic – the GAA, Cumann na mBan, the IRA and Sinn Féin. The logical conclusion was that men and women were arrested – they resisted arrest and that resistance led to shooting. Perhaps it wasn’t started in the best possible way, but it had to work out that way, because it was the British who set the pace. It would have been better if the Volunteers were more ready. They could have taken barracks – but it didn’t work out like that because the British were setting the pace all the time and so this led to guerrilla warfare.’[8]


Cork county was divided into three brigades and a state of war existed by the time the flying columns were formed in late 1920 and early 1921. In September 1920, with the formation of the Third West Cork Brigade Flying Column, the appointment of Tom Barry as training officer and then as commander, guerrilla fighting began to reach a more intense level.


The Irish people who committed themselves to fight for their country were idealists but it was idealism rooted in the reality of the ultimate goal of independence. It took steel-like determination, willpower and self-sacrifice to continue day after day and night after night, often wet, cold and hungry, against all the odds. But as Jack Hennessy, a flying column veteran, put it: ‘All we wanted was to get rid of the enemy in our midst – to get our freedom.’ (Jack Hennessy was caught, severely beaten by the RIC on 10 July 1920, and his house was burned.) To gain this freedom the fighting men needed unselfish support. ‘People who weren’t alive then will never understand the spirit of the people,’ Tom Barry said.[9] Life was harrowing for these fighters and also for the civilian population. ‘It is difficult for those who have never known decision-making in war to think themselves into the minds of those operating in wartime – any wartime, but especially into the minds of those fighting against overwhelming odds, for whom any miscalculation could mean disaster for oneself, for one’s comrades, and one’s cause,’ J. J. Lee wrote.[10]


Tom Barry always described the people of West Cork as ‘a grand people’. The people knew they had a reason to fight. ‘There were families who were very poor. When we went into some of these houses, it was painful to see these people, without shoes, with scanty clothing in the freezing cold, with little to eat.’[11] But these people were unselfish, according to flying column participant, Tim O’Donoghue: they backed ‘the column and the fighting men to the last man; the mixed civilian population who were good could not have been much better. They were the best this country or any other country ever produced; old and young of them gave their all to the army of the Republic. Night and day saw them standing to and behind the men of the column. Enough credit can never be given to the old folk who sat up at night to give their beds and accommodation to “the lads”, who scouted and acted as sentries often all night as the column rested. The true history of their unselfish and marvellous support could never be told in a short article. Ireland has reason to remember them, and leaders who today (December 1937) say they move towards the National goal as fast as the people want them, libel those of our race who proved in 1920–1921 and later, that they will always move as fast as honest leadership will take them’.[12]


Arguments persist as to whether military intervention was necessary to obtain Irish Independence because of the possibility that the British administration would eventually grant Home Rule. Tom Barry had no doubt but that persuasion and coaxing would never have worked. The British ‘had no intention of conceding without a fight. They proved that!’ As Ronan Fanning noted, ‘Lloyd George’s Tory-dominated government would not have moved from the 1914-style niggardliness of the Government of Ireland Act of 1920 … if they had not been impelled to do so …’[13]
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1 - Early Life


Tom Barry came towards me. Although almost eighty years of age he walked erect. Every move and gesture was exact; each came with ease, yet as if calculated, carved and sharpened. He straightened his shoulders and thrust his hand into his pocket and pulled out a page severed from a newspaper. ‘Look,’ he said, ‘the bloody fellow in his interview kept calling me an old man!’ Commandant-General Tom Barry, the man who became a legend in his own lifetime declared, ‘I never like interviews, simply because I don’t know how what I say will be twisted.’ He chuckled when I produced a copy of his book Guerilla Days in Ireland. ‘He had one too. Bloody fellow. Do you know it became a world bestseller? There must be a copy of it in every military academy in the world.’ He paused. ‘Guerrilla warfare! I’d like the opportunity to do it all again, having learned from my mistakes. I’d like to see Ireland united.’ He sang softly:





And Ireland long a Province be


A Nation once again.


The softness crept into those laughing eyes. Eyes that remembered experiences of gun-fire, Mills bombs and explosives, of sleet, snow and rain falling on him and his men; of sleeping rough while evading enemy capture; of long hours continuously marching through fields, bogs and rivers; of the blood of battle and the killing of enemies and spies.


Practically every adjective that could be applied to describe a human being had been used to portray the man beside me.


‘Yes. They said I was ruthless, daring, savage, bloodthirsty, even heartless.’ He laughed, thumped his chest. ‘That pounder gave me a smattering of trouble, but it has served me well. Yerra what matter! Some of our own men – the clergy called me and my comrades “murderers”.’


His father Thomas Barry, born into a small farm at Bohonagh, outside the town of Rosscarbery, went to the local National School and worked on the farm before joining the Royal Irish Constabulary (RIC) in 1893. Following his initial training and short assignments in a few Irish towns he was sent to Liscarrol (East Riding) in Co. Cork. While there he met and fell in love with Margaret O’Donovan, an attractive-looking girl and daughter of a respectable businessman.


From the outset her family was against this relationship, especially her father who believed his daughter could do better. However, the young pair were not be separated so when Thomas was transferred to a post in Killorglin, Co. Kerry, Margaret eloped with her young lover. She and Thomas were married, disowned by her family, and settled in their home at Chubs Corner in Killorglin. A year later their eldest son, Eddie, the first of fourteen children, was born.[1] On 1 July 1897 their second child was born. Baptised in the local Catholic church and christened Thomas Bernardine, he was affectionately known as Bernie, but was later known to the world as Commandant-General Tom Barry. He was a child who as an adult would in no small way be responsible for changing the course of Irish history and securing freedom for his people who were subject to British rule. He would one day destroy barracks like the one where his father worked and be responsible for the deaths of RIC men like his father.


On 29 December 1907, disillusioned with the RIC, Thomas resigned and returned to his native Rosscarbery where he operated a business, with his Aunt Hannah (Barry) Collins and Uncle Jerh Collins, known as The Arcade. This shop, with a bar at the back, sold groceries, meat and hardware and later, in an upstairs department, a line of ladies and gents suits and hats. The younger members of the family were sent to the convent school from where the boys transferred to Ardagh boys’ school. When young Tom (Bernie) attended the Boys’ National School, his master John McCarthy discovered that he was a bright pupil so he encouraged him by giving him books to read and inviting him to his house to give him further tuition in the evenings.


John McCarthy, a teacher who was known to turn the history book upside down on his desk and give his own version, instilled the spirit of nationalism into many a lad in that school. He encouraged the playing of Gaelic games after school hours and Tom, who was on the local football team, was a quick runner, agile and light on his feet. Many an evening was spent with the local lads who would competitively race each other in their bare feet around Jeff Wycherley’s field beside the church. He learned to swim in ‘Sweeney’s Hole’. His first introduction was ‘a push off the hill by older boys into a twelve foot drop – I had to sink or swim!’[2]


Schoolmaster McCarthy was also a great sportsman and had a sporting rifle. As he roamed the fields shooting rabbits, pigeons and woodcock, his companion was often the young Tom Barry.


‘The old master told me,’ Jerh Fehily recalls, ‘that he was in a way responsible for the victories of West Cork. “Because,” he said, ‘not alone did I give Tom Barry his formal education, but I took him one day when he was quite young and showed him how to hold, carry, load and fire the gun”.’[3]


Young Tom was up to all the pranks of high-spirited boys of his age. To cut the cost of milk for their large family the Barry’s rented a field at the other end of the town where they kept a cow. Tom’s task each evening was to bring home the cow. One evening his pal bet him a penny that he wouldn’t ride the cow through the town. ‘No sooner said than done,’ said Kathy Hayes. ‘He jumped on the cow’s back and headed for the town. The dogs went mad, barking, jumping and pulling the cow’s tail. Naturally people came to the doors to see what was causing the racket. Through the town, round the corner, hell for leather! Bernie clung on. At the stall door he threw himself on a heap of manure just in time to save his head.’[4] Afterwards he wondered which was the most serious crime, the disgrace of the family in front of the neighbours or that the cow was in calf, as he got ‘a tongue lashing’ when he arrived home.[5] Wild, adventurous and a leader, ‘he was always into tricks,’ Kathy Hayes recalls. ‘People from the surrounding countryside would travel to Mass in a pony and trap. They’d tie the horses in a yard at the top of the town.’ With other lads he’d untie the horses. They would race them up and down the hill and around the fields. ‘When the owners would come out from Mass the horses would be in a lather of sweat. He was a terror!’[6]


Tom’s aunts, his mother’s sisters, kept in touch with her and were aware that Tom was extremely intelligent. The Barrys couldn’t afford to send him for further education, so the aunts decided to pay for his education at Mungret College, near Limerick.[7] In boarding-school his studies progressed and during holidays he also kept up his game-shooting with his former schoolmaster. As the years went by young Tom Barry would move away from Rosscarbery, but his love for this town, situated on a hill overlooking an inlet of the Atlantic Ocean and set in the rugged countryside of West Cork, and for its people would never diminish. He wanted to be forever known as a West Cork man.


Business for the Barry family at The Arcade was not great and with such a large family their money dwindled, so they decided to sell their property and move to a house in Upper Convent Hill, Bandon. His father then worked in various shops in Bandon.


Bandon was a Loyalist town. In the early part of the fifteenth century when the town was founded, hundreds of families were moved from England to Bandon. Following the plantation of the fertile lands around the area the town drew up its charter in 1613. One of its first acts was to pass a by-law, ‘That no Roman Catholic be permitted to reside in the town’. A notice outside one of the nine-foot-thick walls read:


A Turk, A Jew or an Atheist,


May live in this town, but no Papist.





Somebody came at night and wrote under it:





He that wrote these lines did write them well,


As the same is written on the gates of hell.[8]


The Bandon Militia was formed and ‘became part of the English forces of occupation in Ireland, ready at all times to march against their Irish neighbours and to help in crushing any effort to get rid of English rule.’[9] By the early part of the twentieth century the walls had become only a historical memory and catholic families were living in the town, but it was a garrison town where the sentiments of many of its inhabitants were pro-British. The elder Thomas Barry was a Redmondite believing in Home Rule. He expressed such sentiments at home, though his wife Margaret believed in a more nationalist tradition.


In 1914, Tom, at 17, got a job as a clerk in Emerson’s, protestant merchants in MacSwiney’s Quay, Bandon. The firm dealt in machinery, coal, manure, oil, timber and general provisions. Here this bright young lad had his first taste of employment and remained for nine months. During this time he would cycle the twenty odd miles to Rosscarbery on Sunday’s to meet his girl friend Kathy Hayes as well as his other friends.


But young Tom was anxious for adventure. In 1915 Britain, at war with Germany, was looking for army recruits in Ireland. So on 30 June, Tom, with a friend Frank McMurrough enlisted in the RFA at Cork and became a soldier in the British army. He is described as: ‘Height, 5’ 10”. Brown hair. Clean-shaven. Smart appearance. Large mole on left thigh’.[10]


‘I went to war for no other reason than that I wanted to see what war was like, to get a gun, to see new countries and to feel a grown man. That was my primary motive at the time’.[11] So he bade goodbye to Kathy, to rugged Rosscarbery’s hills, bog lands and surrounding sea which he loved, the dear friends of his youth in that district, his acquaintances in Bandon and most of all, his parents, brothers and sisters and set out for his initial training in the British army.[12] First he went to Athlone and then to Woolwich. When the army was about to embark for France, news of their requirement in Mesopotamia (now Iraq) meant they had to head in that direction. He was offered a commission in the Munsters, but refused it.’[13] So in January 1916 Tom set foot in Basra. Here he was gassed and was taken back to Bologna and then to the Royal Hospital in Woolwich. Soon he returned to his regiment.[14]


Tom was content with the lot of a soldier and enjoyed the excitement, though with hindsight, he became immensely critical of the handling of the campaign in Mesopotamia.[15] After futile attempts, costing many lives, in trying to break the Turkish-German ring, the Mesopotamian Expeditionary Force under General Townsend withdrew from Kut el Amara to rest. The 30,000 beleaguered troops camped twelve miles away – a safe distance from view and from fire range. Tom, with some more of the boys, was strolling towards the orderly tent where war communiqués were generally displayed. ‘We usually scanned these things,’ he said, ‘and paid little heed to war news, but this particular evening a heading caught my eye. It was under the heading of: SPECIAL – REBELLION IN DUBLIN. I read it and re-read it three or four times. It concerned Dublin and my people, the Irish.’ He maintained that this was the turning point in his life. ‘It put me thinking. What the hell am I doing with the British army? It’s with the Irish I should be!’[16] The notice told of the 1916 Rising in Dublin where a group of ‘rebels’ who took over the GPO, Liberty Hall and other places, were shelled and overcome by the crown forces and many of the ‘rebels’ killed. The communiqué covered several weeks and told of arrests, the execution of the leaders and the jailing of hundreds of ‘rebels’.


The Great War dragged on; he was Bombardier Barry of the British army. In 1917 he was among those who returned from the borders of Asiatic Russia, where he had been wounded. However, his injury wasn’t serious and he was back in action in a short time. December of that year found him in Egypt with the field regiment in which he was serving, supporting General Allenby’s army in his advance on Jaffa and Jerusalem. Like all the other soldiers he took the hardships in his stride. From there he served in Italy, then France and back to England in 1919.


Ireland was only across the water, so after demobilisation he returned to Cork in February 1919, and made his way back to his parents’ home in Bandon.
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2 - Caught up in the Movement


The people of the United Kingdom of Great Britain and Ireland went to the polls in a general election in December 1918. Tom Barry was outside Le Harve. The Great War had ended – a war in which ap­proximately 50,000 men of Irish birth and many more of Irish blood had given their lives.


Two men whose lives entwined with Tom Barry’s life were Eamon de Valera and Michael Collins. American born De Valera defended Boland’s Mills during the 1916 Easter Rising. After capture he escaped death but was sen­tenced to a term of penal servitude. In the summer of 1917 he was released, but was again im­prisoned in May 1918. During his release in November 1917 he was elected pre­sident of Sinn Féin and of the Irish Volunteers, the military wing of the Sinn Féin movement which later became known as the Irish Re­pub­lican army (IRA).


In November 1913 at the foundation meeting of the Irish Volun­teers Eoin MacNeill stated that ‘British politics are controlled by British interests, and com­­plicated by problems of great impor­tance to the people of Great Britain.’ The Volunteers, he said, ‘will form a prominent element in the national life under a national gov­ernment.’1 On election day 1918, De Valera and other can­di­­dates were in jail; nevertheless Sinn Féin fought every seat in Ireland except two and won 73 out of the 103 seats they contested. On Tues­day, 21 January 1919, those elected Sinn Féin Members not in jail met in Dublin to form the First Dáil Éire­ann, thereby setting up the government of the Irish Republic. Of the 73 Sinn Féin MPs elected to Westminster 36 were in prison and the rest refused to take their seats in Westminster when the new parliament assembled on 4 Feb­ruary 1919.


A neighbour of Tom Barry’s, Michael Collins, a 1916 Rising par­ti­cipant, be­came minister of finance and minister of home affairs in the First Dáil, later, pre­sident of the supreme council of the Irish Re­publican Brotherhood (IRB), and director of intelligence. The IRB wanted total separation from Britain and complete autonomy for Ireland, but was prepared in the interim to co-operate with Home Rulers. How­­ever, in 1913 events superseded compromise – the for­mation in January of the Ulster Volunteer Force (UVF) to resist Home Rule im­ple­­mentation, and in November the formation of the Irish Volunteers to meet nationalist demands. The Home Rule Bill (Third) for Ire­land was signed on 18 September 1914, but by agree­ment with the Ulster Unionists and the Irish Par­liamentary Party it was suspended for the duration of the First World War and the ques­tion of a legislative parliament for Ireland, in British govern­­­ment dis­cussions since 1866, remained unresolved.


Meanwhile in West Cork local Volunteers were secretly meet­ing, drilling and recruiting new members.2Tom Barry, the ex-British soldier, was back in Ban­don. Immediately he began to study more Irish history to discover why the Irish nation had to rise up against England in 1916. When he had read the com­muniqué about the exe­cution of the 1916 leaders while in Mesopotamia he found it ‘a rude awakening, guns being fired at the people of my own race by soldiers of the same army with which I was serving.’3 Yet back in Ireland since Feb­ru­ary 1919, he was constantly seen in the company of the British army per­son­nel stationed at Bandon and fraternised with ex-British soldiers in an Oliver Plunkett Street premises. Actions such as this were held against him when he tried to join the IRA and indeed his critics con­demned him for such deeds, but he maintained that he went with the spirit of those who had fought with him. (He was not officially discharged from the British army until 31 March 1920.)4


As the months (1919)passed Tom moved cautiously into a dif­fe­rent circle of friends in Bandon, though throughout this period mem­­bers of the British forces kept in close contact with him and invited him to meetings in the Young Men’s Hall, a type of club for the Royal Irish Constabulary (RIC) and ex-sol­diers.5 Soon afterwards Tom en­rolled in Skerry’s College, Cork, where he studied Law, Eng­­lish and Business Affairs. During the first months at Skerry’s College, this smart young man was often seen in the early morning, the collar of his coat turned up, as he rushed down Convent Hill making his way to the station for the train to Cork. In the evenings he would often meet his girlfriend Annie O’Leary. The pair would sometimes be seen dancing in the town hall. His relationship with Kathy Hayes had faded, though he remained ‘a good friend’ throughout his life. During the War of Independence she became involved with him in the move­ment, and later in life whenever he was in the area, he visited her public house where she lived with her husband and family in Ross­carbery.6


As winter set in, he stayed in the Camden Hotel near Patrick’s Bridge, Cork, returning home at weekends. While attending Skerry’s College he met a young man named Bill Hales. Bill belonged to one of the greatest Nationalist families in West Cork, members of whom were among the founders of the Volunteer movement in the area. This changed Tom’s life forever. Tom Hales was brigade commander of the Third West Cork Brigade that had been formed in late 1918. Bill, Seán, Bob and sister Madge were all involved in the move­ment. As the father Robert Hales, a Fenian, sat with his family and neigh­bours, around the fireside in Knocknacurra at night, he’d tell stories of the 1798 Rebel­lion, the famine in Ireland and the Fenian move­ment. Bill invited Tom to come to his home one evening. Here the first seeds of Republicanism were sown, as Tom became a regular visitor to the Hales’ family home. (Even though after the Treaty that family was split, and brother fought against brot­her, Tom Barry held them all in high esteem.)


‘The condition of the people was very depressed at that time.’ The older members of Tom’s family had already left for secure emp­loyment in Liverpool. Tom’s father, unable to earn sufficient to sup­port the younger members of the family, would soon leave for Liver­pool. With the aid of a first cousin he got ‘a good job’ as a store manager, and later joined the Liverpool police. Then the entire family moved, and Tom was alone. ‘Emigration to other lands was many a person’s story at the time. I missed my family, but I had great friends … I was anxious to complete my studies in Skerry’s College and get a job.’ However, his life shortly changed utterly.7


On 21 January 1919 Séamus Robinson, Dan Breen and other Volu­n­teers in Tipperary ambushed police who were escorting coun­cil-men as they were tak­ing gelignite to a quarry. The cargo was secured, but two policemen were killed. Similar incidents to secure firearms took place later throughout the country. There were raids and arrests by the military. The British govern­ment declared Dáil Éireann and other nationalist organisations illegal. Soon it became evi­dent that force would be used to secure the British hold on Ire­land. Volun­t­eers kept secretly drilling and re-organising in tan­dem with raids and arrests by the police. In 1920 large reinforce­ments of Auxiliary mili­tary and Black and Tan forces were poured into Ireland to suppress the elected parli­ament of the people and to reinforce the military police.8


Under the leadership of men such as Liam Deasy, Seán Buckley, Charlie Hurley, Seán and Tom Hales, a Volunteer force had been building up in West Cork since before 1916. In fact, a group under the leadership of Tom Hales had set out from the Bandon, Ballinadee and Kilbrittain area to aid in the landing of arms from the Aud – the ‘Casement’ ship – at Tralee bay in April 1916. They had gone past Mill­street in north Cork and were heading for the border of Kerry when a scout arrived to tell them to re­turn home.


After the 1916 Rising, Volunteers in West Cork periodically as­sembled, and towards the end of 1918 and early 1919 a large force existed. Secret drilling continued, but the absence of arms meant that means of obtaining them had to be devised. Though there were incidents, one of the first recorded group actions took place on 10 June 1919 when a party of Volunteers held up Con­stable Bol­ger and five soldiers outside Kilbrittain, and confiscated their rifles and equip­­ment. In many areas in West Cork raids on police barracks and coast­guard stations to obtain arms and ammunition became more frequent.


In November 1919 Maurice Donegan led an assault on a British motor tor­pedo boat in Bantry Bay, and secured a good quantity of arms and ammu­ni­tion; this as well as raids around Kilbrittain, Ban­don, and other West Cork areas formed the basis of armaments for the Cork No. 3 Brigade.


By now the police were using a heavy hand. On 5 June 1920, in West­mins­ter an MP, W. Long, stated that ‘the police have not only shot, but they have shot with extremely good effect citizens ... en­gaged in disloyal conduct and ... hoped that they do it again.’9


The British Essex Regiment with 40 officers and 971 other ranks arrived in Co. Cork with Companies A, B, C, D. In March 1920 two platoons of D Com­pany (The Essex) under the command of Major A. E. Percival arrived in Ban­don. Major Percival became one of Tom Barry’s deadly enemies. With the men of his force he used the stron­gest methods to terrorise the people of West Cork. According to Kathleen Keyes McDonnell, ‘Long before we knew his name, he had struck terror into the whole countryside, swinging two guns at once with dash and swagger, glorying in his power and ingenuity; he had no match at all in this part of the country ... Fortunately for this coun­try there was then living in Bandon a young man, recently de­mobi­lised from the British army, who was destined to become one of the greatest guerrilla leaders in the War of Inde­pen­dence. Percival had now met his match ... this man was Tom Barry.’10


One day Tom and a companion were stopped by British forces in the Laurel Walk, Bandon, and Tom was taken off to the barracks. Ap­parently, ‘he got a bit of a hiding’. This, it seems, was to obtain in­formation about the IRA that he would have been expected to have acquired from the Hales family. Whether it was also meant as a warn­ing, it certainly had that effect on Tom. The result was, that a ‘chan­ged’ Tom Barry emerged. He admitted he was held up ‘several times and questioned about people by pups who had seen no war. The arrog­ance of the conqueror, the invader made me realise some day if there was a fight coming I would be on the side of Ireland’.11


Shortly after this incident he approached Seán Buckley, bri­gade intelligence officer, and asked if he would be accepted in the IRA. Natu­rally, be­cause of Tom’s past history, the West Cork IRA officers were reluctant to con­sent without first having him ‘checked’. Seán Buckley told him to com­plete his studies in Skerry’s College until the end of the summer term, and mean­while perhaps he could do some in­telligence work for them, particularly in the Ban­don area. On 2 July 1919 Seán Buckley enlisted Tom to assist him in intelligence work. From August ‘onwards (outside his other activities)’ Tom gave ‘ex­tremely valuable information about the British Military and Police forces and their moves,’ Seán Buckley wrote. ‘His work helped us in a great measure to main­tain the IRA without losses during a very difficult period … He took as grave risks’ during this period ‘as he did in later times when he commanded the men of West Cork in action.’


One evening towards the end of November 1919, Tom with Mick O’Herlihy and a few Bandon Volunteers went to the ‘Kilbrit­tain district’ to secure men so that the Bandon police ‘who were beat­ing the people with trench tool handles’ could be dislodged. Tom and Mick O’Herlihy asked Con Crowley, Cork No. 3 bri­­­gade staff captain for ‘the loan of two revolvers which I gave them,’ Con wrote. Barry, Herlihy, Con Crowley and Tom Hales entered Bandon on several nights ‘armed with revolvers’. Barry, from his intelligence work with Seán Buckley knew the men to target. ‘Their forthright actions halted, at least temporarily, the frightening activities,’ ac­cord­ing to Tom Hales. Soon Barry became engaged in the securing of arms and ‘was always one of the men carrying a revolver' while en­gaged ‘in his important Intelligence work’.12


On Wednesday, 3 May 1920, the first batch of prisoners, 15 men from Tip­perary, arrived at Cork jail. On the same night Terence Mac­Swiney, the lord mayor of Cork, following a meeting in the Hales house in Knocknacurra, es­caped arrest by jumping through the back window as the military ap­proach­ed the house. MacSwiney had pre­viously dismissed the warning given by Tom Hales not to sleep in the house; Tom himself and Seán went to a hide-out for the night.


But in August Terence MacSwiney was arrested in Cork City Hall. He went on hunger-strike in Brixton Prison, thus focusing world attention on the Irish cause. He died in October 1920 on the seventy-fifth day of his hunger-strike.


In July Barry’s friend Tom Hales with Pat Harte, brigade quarter­master, were arrested. Having failed to get information from them the police handed them over to Percival and the Essex torture squad from whom they received one of the worst torture treatments in the War of Independence. They were strip­ped, dragged for miles after a lorry, their hair was pulled out and their nails were pulled off with pincers. Finally Pat Harte was transferred to a men­tal hospital and re­mained insane until his death a few years later. Tom Hales, who kept his sanity but suffered severely, was sentenced to penal ser­vitude and held in Pentonville Jail, where he was kept until after the Treaty was signed. In the British account Ewan Butler notes that there is no mention of the torture, only that ‘reliable information was a matter of extreme difficulty’ that ‘scanty details pieced together from cap­tured documents had to suffice.13


As an explanation for Tom Barry’s change of attitude Charlie O’Keeffe re­calls, ‘I know that the torture of Hales and Harte had a profound effect on Barry. At the time it was easy to turn a person. I re­­member in my own case I was in Newcestown at the sports. It was the same Sunday that young Galvin was shot during an ambush at Lissarda near Crookstown. When I heard that, coming back, it an­noyed me so much that I decided there and then to join the move­ment.’14


Tom Barry didn’t know then, nor was he ever to know, that the first re­action of Seán Buckley and other brigade officers was one of mistrust. Why was the son of an RIC man, who had spent four years in the British army and upheld their policy upon his return to Ire­land, seeking membership of the IRA? ‘Naturally we had to be cau­tious. Questions were asked: Could he be a spy? Was he genuine? They set traps for him. He was well tested before being accepted,’ Tom Kel­leher commented.15


Once he joined, he got caught up in the movement. He himself says that he had never read the programme of Sinn Féin. Nor was he concerned that three-fourths of the people of all Ireland had at the end of 1918 ‘declared in a British general election for a Sovereign In­de­pendent Irish Republic, nor that Dáil Éireann had accepted re­spon­sibility for the IRA’.


‘These things seemed to be of little matter then. But what did matter was that one had to decide whether to aid the occupying forces and be a traitor, sit on the ditch and be a cynic or join your own people and do the right thing.’ However, as the struggle developed and many young men died by the bullet, ‘one soon learned that programmes that included political, social and econo­mic contexts were important,’ he maintained. ‘Being the army of a democratically elected government, defending its people and its embryonic institu­tions changed the world-wide image of the IRA and en­hanced the morale of its Volunteers.16Tom felt ‘the outlawing – the banning of Dáil Éireann, the elected parliament of the people’ should be chal­lenged.17In August Seán Buck­ley, Char­­­lie Hurley, Liam Deasy and other offi­cers knew that in the rapidly changing pattern of action by the ‘ruthlessness’ of enemy ‘extremists in Ban­don and Ban­try,’ morale had reached a low ebb. To counteract this a trained brigade column was required; consequently a suitable officer to train and lead the new force was considered. The name of Tom Barry was once more brought to the fore. Seán Buckley sent for him; he was no longer staying at home as he anti­cipated another swoop by the British forces.


The meeting between Tom Barry and the officers took place in Barrett’s, Killeady, where the urgency of training men to fight and to defend themselves was discussed. Barry says he was reluctant to get involved at first as he wanted ‘to complete’ his education in ‘college in Cork and get a job’.18A week later Tom, invited to attend a staff meeting at brigade headquarters in O’Mahony’s of Belrose, was ques­tioned by Charlie Hurley and Ted O’Sullivan while other officers listened. Liam Deasy said, ‘I observed his reactions closely. His ans­wers were direct and clear. He was smart and military in his ap­pear­ance and gave the impression of being sharp, quick and dynamic. He presented himself to me as a very likeable person and won my com­plete confidence … we felt that he would have much to offer as a pro­fessional soldier who had seen active military service in the Middle East. His subsequent distinguished service in the national cause be­came an inspiration, and as a guerrilla fighter his name be­came a household word throughout the country.’19 Initially Tom Barry was re­luctant to allow his name to go forward. However he consented, and having been proposed and seconded, his name was entered on the register and he was ap­pointed officer in charge of training. ‘I told them I knew damn all about it, but I’d do my best’.20 ‘Once he was told he was accepted he got going right away,’ Danny Canty recalled. ‘He stood up and spoke. He talked of past his­tory and our obligation towards Ireland and why we should fight for this country of ours. He filled us with fire, telling us we needed to train. Any of us who liked could go home, but he’d prefer we’d stay, as he wanted to begin right away. That was a Saturday evening. He took us up the hills and we worked together that evening and all day Sun­day. We didn’t go to Mass or meeting. I will always remember this good-looking young fel­low, full of life and ambi­tion, his hair blowing in the summer breeze.’21


That Sunday afternoon was forever etched in Seán Mac­Cár­thaigh’s mind. Tom’s vitality impressed him as he pushed young lads like himself to act with soldiery precision. ‘On a few occasions sub­sequently on your way to Skerry’s College, we travelled together ... on the morn­ing train’. Seán approached Charlie Hurley on his in­ten­tion to abandon his studies and join the fighting column. How­ever, Charlie ‘ordered’ him back to the city to continue his work as the intelligence gatherer and co-ordinator of dispatches between the Cork brigades. It was ‘more important from their view point at this juncture as they could not arm all the men available locally.’22


Personnel at this intense Belrose meeting outlined a system of training the brigade. Tom Kelleher observed that ‘Barry was bursting with constructive ideas that were debated fully. He was mature be­yond his years – a genius.’23


A few weeks later Tom gave another preliminary talk at Coak­ley’s near Begley’s forge. Tom Kelleher was present. ‘I can almost memo­rise it to this day. It was all about Ireland, and how it was once a nation and will be again, that we were entitled to our freedom, but we’ll have to fight for it he said, and we’ll have to get it. It was pow­erful stuff. We were filled with enthusiasm. Then he said, “Training is important. We’ll have to get going right away”.’24


Brigid O’Mahony recognised him arriving at her aunt’s house one day, sporting a beard and wearing a hat. ‘Be careful of him, he’s a British spy,’ she said to her uncle. ‘I know him; he was in the British army; his sisters are in our school.’ Her uncle passed on the word, which was met with the rebuke, ‘Tell her [Brigid] to keep her mouth shut; we know he’s Tom Barry, he’s with us now,’ was the reply.25


The Third West Cork Brigade was one of the three Cork bri­gades formed on 5 January 1919. Its eastern boundary ex­tended west of the Old Head of Kin­sale, north to a point two miles south of Water­fall, west to one mile south of Cookstown skirting Kilmichael, to the southern end of the Pass of Keimineigh on the Kerry border, then west of Glen­garriff to the sea en­clos­ing all of the Castletown­bere peninsula. The drawbacks of the brigade were many: shortage of arms, machine-guns, bombs, explosives and engineering mate­rial; lack of transport, no barracks to retire to; and the hardship of ob­tain­ing food and cloth­­ing as they went from one area to another. Also, unlike the enemy, the Bri­tish troops, who had battle experience gained during the 1914–1918 War and were accustomed to fighting and blood­shed, the West Cork IRA had no ex­perience of war. Most of the members were un­trained in the use of arms, tac­tical manoeuv­ring and foot-drill, but under Tom Barry’s leadership, armed with the willingness to learn, the brigade became highly efficient.


According to Barry, ‘This was the force which was to attempt to break by armed action the British domination of seven centuries’ duration. Behind it was a tradition of failure … And sadly it must be recorded that when West Cork women and children died in 1846 and 1847 of hunger, and the British ascendancy seized their food, not a West Cork man drove a pike through any of the murderers of his family.’26


In the brigade there were seven battalions, organised around the chief towns. Each battalion was divided into companies and these in turn were divided into sections. Unlike a regular army, numbers were flexible, de­pend­ing on population and activity in a locality.


Battalion staff and company officers were to be trained first. These in turn were to act as training officers to their home units. Barry sug­gested the setting up of five separate training camps so that the bri­gade would be able to call upon the services of a large body of men as the need arose. The locations chosen were in Kilbrittain, Bally­murphy, Dunmanway, Schull and Bantry. The camp houses were chosen for their isolation and for having a good range of outside buildings for the Volunteers to sleep in while scouts and sentries kept watch.


The first training camp commenced at the end of September in O’Brien’s, Clounbuig, Kilbrittain – a house where the males and the females were all in­volved in the movement. All the men slept in the one barn. Training continued for about ten hours a day, generally extended to a week to inculcate military discipline and to teach ele­mentary tactics. ‘The men were told to act as if they were expec­ting an attack at any hour of the day or night … They practised occupy­ing their defence positions, aiming and trigger pressing and moving in extended order as directed. It was an unorthodox approach to train­ing, but the circumstances necessitated this departure,’ he re­called. All that mattered he felt was that the men would obey orders, shoot straight and move in proper for­mation. ‘Their ability to salute or to form fours smartly wasn’t in the circumstances, considered.’


The full military practice together with the lectures, written work and map-reading meant, according to Barry, ‘that the men’s minds held nothing but thoughts of war.’


‘I stressed to the men that they would be called upon to under­take long marches, they would often go hungry and sleep rough – in a field or in a barn. “You may leave home one day and never return,” I told them.’27 Charlie Hur­ley, brigade OC arrived one day; he obser­ved for a short while, had a few words with Barry, fell in with a sec­tion, joined the sharp, swift manoeuvring of side arms. John Fitz­gerald said ‘it was a moment I will not forget when Charlie an­noun­ced that from now on Tom Barry was brigade column commander. With­­out doubt he was as sharp and as fit a man as ever wore shoe leather!’28 Barry embarked on organising a guerrilla force that would be one of the strongest in Ireland. His keen observation, strict disci­pline, good organisation and fearless, dynamic personality gave con­fi­dence and inspiration to those that fought and planned with him. ‘There is such a thing as a born sol­dier, and Tom Barry was one,’ said Danny Canty. ‘Once he was in the move­ment he threw his heart into it. He was in it in spirit and in body. The soldier in him wanted to push the men forward.’29 This lightly built twenty-three year old was winning the respect of the men he was to lead: he had to prove his worth more than any of his men. ‘You have to make sure that your troops are more afraid of you than they are of the enemy. I did that.’30


‘The men had the courage, they had idealism in their souls, all they needed was the spark to ignite, and Barry provided that spark.’31
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3 – Training, Ambushes, Action, Auxiliary Confrontation


Recruiting for the Black and Tans opened in England on 1 January 1920. Ten shillings a day was offered to men willing to join the British forces in Ireland ‘to get rid of a gangster fighting element’ and ‘make it a hell for rebels to live in’. They were joined in August by the Auxiliary division, all ex-officers of commissioned rank who had seen active service during the 1914–1918 War. The ‘Auxies’ were paid £1 per day and wore dark blue uniforms and dark Balmoral bonnets. Throughout the year hundreds of troops poured into West Cork.


In the summer of 1920 enemy pressure increased with the landing of a further 2,000 troops in Bantry. Bandon, Innishannon, Dunmanway, Rosscarbery and other towns in the area were heavily re-inforced with British troops. It was this contingent that the Third West Cork Brigade, which never numbered in strength more than 110 armed active service Volunteers, had to fight and even overcome by guerrilla tactics.


Reports reached the column that the Essex regiment was continually looting, burning houses and harassing Irish citizens. John Connolly, an unarmed Volunteer, was arrested by the Essex, and was found dead some weeks later in a park, near Bandon. Seán Buckley’s home was burned, as was that of the Hales family in Knocknacurra. Tom Barry was incensed; he placed the blame particularly on Major Percival and decided he would have to deal with him. (He was the same Major Percival who, in 1941, surrendered Singapore to lesser forces.)[1]‘This officer was easily the most viciously anti-Irish of all serving British officers’, Tom Barry remarked.[2]


Tom was in a training camp in Ballymurphy, near Upton. Acting on their intelligence reports he and another Volunteer went to Bandon and waited in a doorway for Percival to pass by at 7.45 p.m. on his nightly visit to the home of a local bank manager, prior to his town raids. Percival never appeared and they had to retire disappointed. News reached them next day that Percival had in fact left the barracks at 6 p.m. but in another direction. While Barry and his companion lay in wait for him, Percival and his men were raiding local houses.


Following each camp, training engagements were sought, but invariably the military failed to respond. After the first training camp Barry organised an ambush on the Dunmanway-Ballineen road at Farranlobus where British soldiers travelled daily in a particular formation. This well-organised ambush with men in strategic positions had a good field of fire. Though they waited until nightfall, the enemy failed to travel that day. This confirmed the column officers’ suspicions that informers were active. Tom kept pressing for action, as informing would wreck their hard work.[3]


On the night of 21 October 1920, 31 rifle-men were mobilised at Dan Delaney’s to prepare for the Toureen (Tureen) ambush.[4] Tom leaned against a door-frame and watched four men in a small room putting the finishing touches to a mine. Paddy Crowley was helping Charlie Hurley and Seán Hales and Dick Barrett were chatting. The ambush, which was to engage two or three lorries of the Essex Regiment en route from Bandon to Cork at Toureen, outside brigade boundaries, was well planned. Tom’s motto was, ‘Fight and win. Don’t look for a retreat’.


At 4 a.m. on 22 October 1920 the flying column moved off to occupy positions at Toureen. The men were divided into three sections: Liam Deasy with nine rifle-men inside the ditch at the eastern end; Charlie Hurley at the centre with two rifle-men to explode the mine, with the remainder of his party further east; and Tom Barry with his section of ten men, five kneeling and five standing at the western side behind a loosely tied gate. According to Barry’s plan the explosion of the mine was to bring the leading lorry to a halt, forcing the second vehicle to stop. The spot where this was expected to occur was in front of the farm gate; the men under Barry’s section waited here. Each action was rehearsed several times. Before the men took their places Tom performed a small ceremony. From the British War Office, he had just received three medals ‘in a neat cardboard box’ won ‘in service to the crown’. He distributed one to each of his section commanders ‘with orders to put them up’.[5] With his concern for civilians, Barry had already seen to the evacuation of the Roberts family from the nearby farm to the house of some neighbours. Two rifle-men escorted them, with orders to ensure that no one left the house.


Shortly after nine o’clock the scouts signalled the approach of the first lorry. As it passed over the mine Charlie Hurley depressed the plunger of his exploder; nothing happened. Deasy’s section fired, but the lorry sped off towards Cork.


Tom Barry flung open the gate and jumped on the road as the second lorry approached. He threw a bomb, which didn’t explode but the lorry lurched and got stuck in a dyke. The men jumped out, some were mortally wounded as they left the lorry. A sharp fight followed with some of the IRA facing the Essex men directly, some with little cover. After some intense fighting Lieut Dixon and four soldiers were dead. The Essex men offered to surrender and raised their hands.


Barry, in command, blew his whistle for cease-fire. In military style he ordered his men to collect the guns and ammunition. None of his men were injured. He asked the column to make the wounded Essex comfortable. They were supplied with bandages, as their first-aid equipment was in the first lorry, which had escaped. The dead men were pulled from the vicinity and the lorry, sprinkled with petrol, was burned. Barry then called the unwounded to attention and addressed them. He told them that their ruffianism, the beatings of helpless prisoners and their terrorism of the civilian population had been noted. ‘Torturing of prisoners like Tom Hales and Pat Harte weren’t forgotten. The murder of John Connolly, Bandon, having been held for a week was a foul deed,’ he said. ‘You have been treated like soldiers on this occasion,’ he told their senior surviving sergeant. ‘Tell Major Percival, if you continue to torture and murder, expect to be treated only as murderers.’ The senior sergeant thanked the IRA for their fair treatment and said he would convey the message.[6]


He knew he made two mistakes in the Toureen ambush. He should have warned the advance section of the possibility of failure with the exploder; in that event they should have been ready to attack the first lorry. Also his throwing of the bomb into the lorry could have caused harm to his own men as well as to the enemy at such close range.[7] Speed was essential Barry knew as reinforcements from Cork or Bandon could be on the scene shortly. The column marched cross country towards Kilmacsimon Quay, procured a large boat from the Deasy brothers, divided into sections and rowed across.


At Chambers Cross Charlie Hurley had presented Tom with Lieut Dixon’s revolver and field equipment while ceremoniously speaking a few words on behalf of the column. His first ambush was a success.


British propaganda went into overdrive. It reported the ambush as ‘one of the first operations carried out by a flying column against the crown forces ... Probably about 150 rebels took part ... the rebels charged them with fixed bayonets ... Regardless of the agonies, which the troops were suffering, they dragged off their equipment’ ... The ‘rebels’ are described as savage. They ‘kicked Dickenson’s dead body,’ and ‘rendered no assistance’ to the wounded.[8] Ewan Butler points to ‘the British account of the affair’ lacking credibility with their version ‘that the mine was wired to the ignition-coil of a Ford car’ when there was no car.[9]


That night, as the column billeted in Kilbrittain, up to 400 Essex Regiment and the Black and Tans, led by the surviving sergeant of the Toureen ambush, went on the rampage in Bandon. They smashed property and terrorised anyone remotely connected with the nationalist movement. However, Loyalists in the town also suffered, as the military did not discriminate in their victims. Bandon Hosiery factory was burned to the ground, as was M & C Healy Malting & Corn Stores. ‘Shops were attacked wholesale; every plate glass window in the South Main Street and Bridge Street was smashed to smithereens. Many houses were set on fire and some burnt out. Premises were broken into and wrecked.’ Thirty-four known premises in town were ‘damaged or wrecked’.[10] It was the first major devastation and burning of a town in the county. After the Loyalists complained to the British divisional headquarters in Cork, their commanding officer had the regiment and Tans confined to barracks next day.[11]


Meanwhile, Barry and his column, now with extra men, equipped with the captured arms, moved towards Bandon and waited in ambush positions to engage the enemy. They did not succeed so the column was then disbanded.


While Tom waited for the transfer of rifles for another training camp he decided to target a judge who, despite a warning, was particularly harsh in passing sentences on IRA prisoners. Charlie Hurley and Tom, both in stocking-feet, pushed themselves along the overhead railway close to Lee’s Hotel, Bandon (now the Munster Arms), to within close range of the room where Judge Sealy slept. Each night the judge entered the room at approximately 11 o’clock, go to the window and breathe in the night air. On this particular night the room remained dark until 11.10 and it was some time before a figure appeared at the window. Charlie Hurley had taken the first pressure on the trigger and was waiting for Tom’s ‘Now!’ to signal their simultaneous fire.


‘I took aim and gently touched the trigger of a Peter the Painter automatic with a stock attached. The blind sprang up revealing a woman, and I have never fathomed yet why it did not cause the very, very light pressure required on the trigger to fire the bullet. We lay motionless,’ Tom recalled, ‘while the woman peered out into the darkness. Speechless we crawled away about 70 yards’.[12]Tom said they walked away ‘happy at not having killed the woman, that we forgot our failure to shoot the judge.’ (Apparently, Judge Sealy had asked that day to be moved to a larger room.)


The deaths of Sealy and Percival would, according to Tom, have been more useful than the deaths of many private soldiers. ‘Percival was a leading instrument in the plan for our destruction, while the judge was an important prop to British power. This judge, technically a civilian, had large armed forces at his disposal. British law administrations and British military forces were complementary.’[13]At a brigade council meeting in Coppeen on 31 October Tom had asked for and had been given absolute command of the flying column. His decisions would be his and his alone without interference. He would take full responsibility, would be subject to no authority and would have to take the blame for any failure or disaster.[14]


Tom Barry was appointed official commander of the flying column. Charlie Hurley expressed his gratitude for the ‘outstanding service which Barry had already rendered.’[15]By this time many battalion OCs had reported assaults by the Auxiliaries in their districts. Though it was felt by all that they should be challenged, no definite decision was reached.[16]Tom moved on to the Bantry area, trained 55 officers from the Bantry, Schull and Castletownbere battalions, then had some of the rifles sent to Dunmanway to train that battalion in the fifth and final training camp. One night in Bantry the men were soaked to the skin. At nightfall Barry made sure they had a change of clothing and whatever comfort was available before he considered his own welfare.[17]


On Sunday 20 November at a brigade council meeting in Gloun the incursion of the Macroom Auxiliaries into the Third West Cork Brigade area was discussed at length. Charlie Hurley said that ‘they should be tackled. We knew they were well trained in fighting and drill.’[18]The men were unaware that as their meeting progressed this force held ‘the Bantry Line road to Cork in the village of Coppeen, three miles east of Gloun.’ Some men left the meeting and were held up at Coppeen by Col Craik and his Auxiliary force; the men gave a believable alibi and had a ‘providential escape’.[19]Deasy maintained that the incursion and cruel treatment meted out by the Macroom Auxiliaries helped to make ‘Tom determined to attack this force. He had a remarkable grasp of military psychology, which enabled him to anticipate the actions of his enemy. That is why he believed they would continue to travel the same road on the following Sunday … Like all of us he kept his council and did not allow for the slightest suspicion.’[20]


On the same day in Dublin, in simultaneous predawn raids, Michael Collins’ men killed 11 British intelligence agents. In retaliation the Black and Tans invaded a football match at Croke Park that afternoon and fired indiscriminately at the teams and at an estimated 7,000 spectators, killing 12 civilians including one player, Michael Hogan, and wounding 60. This day became known as Bloody Sunday.


Barry returned from the meeting to the training camp (Farrell’s and Kelly’s) at Clogher, north-west of Dunmanway. At this time, 150 ‘C’ Company Auxiliaries were stationed at Macroom Castle. They were recruited to break the IRA’s force and squash Ireland’s resistance to British rule. Harassing people in Ballingeary after Sunday Mass was a game for ‘the Castle Auxies. Every neighbour in the district had been raided. They broke furniture, pulled men, women and children from their beds at all hours of the night, made wrecks of houses and brought misery … A bad lot!’[21]


‘They had a special technique’, Tom Barry wrote. ‘Fast lorries of them would come roaring into a village, the occupants would jump out, firing shots and ordering all the inhabitants out of doors’.[22]After house raids, people were beaten up, men stripped and beaten in front of women – their deeds of terrorism were numerous. At certain times they concentrated on raiding south into the West Cork brigade area.[23]


One of their ‘great games’ was to drive through the country, stop the lorry, take ‘pot shots’ to scatter up earth beside a man working in the field. This would be followed by great laughter as the man ran for cover. This happened to Richard Coughlan on a few occasions and he was ‘lucky’ to escape. ‘Their bullets injured many innocent people’.[24]Two soldiers at a gate took ‘pot shots‘ at William Hawkes who worked in a field with his father. He ran, jumped over the fence. After the third shot he fell. ‘The young man was maimed for life; his leg had to be amputated at the hip.’[25]Micheál Ó Súilleabháin knew that the ‘marauding’ Auxiliaries in Macroom Castle ‘were a tough crowd … I had plenty of experience of their physical fitness when I had to run from them on several occasions.’ While working in a haggard one day he feared for his life. ‘If a man ran and was seen running, he was shot down. He could possibly be shot too for standing still. That was the order of the day. Nobody doubted it.’[26]Mick Sullivan recalled ‘a clear frosty’ morning around ‘a quarter to eight’ when ‘four hostages’ were made run in front of a lorry of Macroom Auxies. Major Graw and his officers fired shots as if ‘looking for a direct line of fire and missing the lads ... I never heard anything like the screams for the air was all clear ... the Auxiliaries were terrorising the countryside.’[27]Lieut Col S. F. Smyth, divisional commander RIC Munster, issued an order on 17 June 1920 that ‘a policeman is perfectly justified in shooting any man who he has good reason to believe is carrying arms and who does not immediately throw up his hands when ordered’.[28]On 1 November 1920 one of the Macroom Castle Auxiliaries entered a house in Ballyvourney village ‘called out a married man named Jim Lehane, a man who would not hurt a fly’. He took this ‘innocent civilian’ across the road and ‘shot him dead.’ The Auxiliary was Cadet Cecil Guthrie. That night as he drank in a local pub he boasted that he ‘got the bastard’ and that it was ‘one way of teaching’ them manners. The local intelligence unit was informed.


Nine days later Christy Lucey a Volunteer from Cork City, staying with friends in Ballingeary, was unarmed when the Macroom Auxies shot him dead. The Auxies met the local curate Fr Donncha Ó Donnchú and ‘gleefully roared, “There’s work for you back there!”’[29]


Back in August 1920 Liam Deasy had been one of the officers from country areas to attend a GHQ meeting in Dublin where Richard Mulcahy C/S and Michael Collins D/I were present. The ‘two main items for decision’ were (a) ‘the principle of ambushing …’ (b) ‘How to deal with the new problem created by the introduction of the Auxiliaries into the country, a strong force of whom had taken up quarters in the town of Macroom …’[30]


Col Buxton Smyth, commander ‘C’ Company Auxiliaries in Macroom Castle found it hard to hold and control his men. ‘Within the first few months 25 men left this company,’ he told Katherine Everett. ‘They had no room for exercise. They can’t walk a yard or go into a shop without danger, and they are savage for revenge’.[31]


General Crozier who commanded the ‘Auxies’ in Ireland struggled to maintain some sort of discipline in the force and wrote in his book Ireland Forever:


Up to November 1, 1920, I had ‘dismissed’ or ‘dispensed’ with the services of over fifty Auxiliary policemen (ex-officers) for various acts of indiscipline, but after that date a heavy and hidden hand came down. My powers of dismissal and dispersal were taken from me. Why? I had to wait a few months to find out. ‘They’ feared a kick-back from England caused by ‘talk’ on the part of the ‘kicked-out’. Later ‘they’ got the ‘kick’ in return.[32]


In mid-November the British government ‘decided to arrest and intern all rebels known to be IRA officers, or to be engaged in the perpetration of serious outrages. Very large numbers were secured at the first onslaught … a considerable part of the work of intelligence officers from this time onwards consisted in collecting evidence.’[33]


The raids had a serious effect on the morale of the people; also they dampened the spirits of IRA members. Tom Barry decided that he and his 36 trained rifle-men at Clogher camp, who ‘appeared to be splendid natural fighters’, would take on the most dreaded enemy force in their area. This unit was new to military training – apart from three men who had previously attended a training camp and one had fought in Toureen – and was about to fight as a team.


Military raiding parties interrupted the training on three occasions. Twice the men were almost forced to take on the enemy. However, Barry had a definite objective for the following Sunday and would not be diverted. He and his men were going to take on the enemy on their own terms, choose their own battleground and avoid confrontation if unprepared for ambush. From the outset, he decided that military discipline of this guerrilla army was paramount. He divided them into three sections and appointed a commander to each.[34]


Liam Deasy and Charlie Hurley having visited the training camp were aware that ‘Tom Barry was planning to ambush the Macroom Auxiliaries who were making incursions’ into Cork No. 3 Brigade area[35]


On Friday of that week, accompanied by Michael McCarthy, Tom went on horseback to select an ambush position. The spot was carefully chosen and mapped out – a desolate hill, bog and heather covered area south of Kilmichael. Two or three Crossley tenders, each carrying about 10 Auxiliaries from Macroom, travelled down this road daily as they went on their rampage in various directions throughout the Third West Cork Brigade area. The area chosen for the ambush was outside the brigade boundary. Barry said ‘we were no respecters of borders, and had crossed out on many occasions. Toureen and Kilmichael fights were fought ... inside the boundaries of Cork No. 1 Brigade’. Liam Deasy records the value of ‘the co-operation we received at all times’ from Cork No. 1 Brigade.[36]Co-ordination between brigades was essential for harmony ‘as enemy pressure became more and more insistent during the course of 1920 – in the south and south-west more particularly – adjoining brigades made tentative efforts at liaison with one another.’ Crossbarry and Kilmurry Company ‘co-operated closely with the Third Brigade throughout 1920– 21.’[37] Seán MacCárthaigh, as intelligence officer and area ‘IRB centre’ brought ‘written and verbal dispatches from Cork No. 1 to Cork No. 3 H. Qrs’ each Friday evening. Josephine Marchmount – confidential secretary to staff officer Captain Webb who was chief officer to Major Strickland – was an invaluable intelligence agent. Josephine and Nora Wallace worked in tandem. Nora in her shop in St Augustine Street became the keeper of a police cipher key and with their contacts in Cork city post office ‘Wire messages’ were regularly decoded and kept Florrie O’Donoghue and his intelligence team ‘a step ahead’ of their enemies. Intelligence work done by both Josephine and Nora went undetected throughout the war and was regarded by O’Donoghue as of equivalent value ‘to a strong column of men’.[38]


Barry and Michael McCarthy travelled on horseback to the Kilmichael/Shanacashel area on Friday evening, 26 November, and decided on an ambush site. ‘We were the only two people who knew, up to late Saturday night, where we hoped to fight on Sunday.’ Conscious of the terrain Barry decided that the Auxiliaries had to be apprehended in the stretch of road between Kilmichael and Gleann crossroads. He felt they could not engage the enemy nearer to Macroom, as reinforcements would arrive quickly from base. Beyond Gleann crossroads the Auxiliaries had previously diverged in different directions, so ‘they had to be got before they reached that cross.’[39]


An idea for slowing down the travelling lorries came to him when he saw Paddy O’Brien in an IRA officer’s tunic. The Auxies wouldn’t have seen this uniform before and if Barry wore it and stood in view they might slow down to investigate. He exchanged his civilian coat for O’Brien’s uniform for the forthcoming engagement.


At 2 a.m. on the morning of 28 November 1920, the column met in a farmyard at Ahilane, Enniskeane. Each of the 36 men was armed with a rifle and 36 rounds of ammunition per man, a few had revolvers and Barry also carried two Mills bombs, captured at Toureen. At 3 a.m the men were told that the attack would be on the Macroom Auxiliaries. Fr O’Connell came on horse-back from Enniskeane to hear the men’s confessions. There was every possibility that all these men, including Barry, would be dead within twenty-four hours. Beside a ditch, ‘silently, one by one, their rifles slung, the IRA men went to him and returned to the ranks.’


Then the priest said, ‘Are the boys going to attack the Sassanach, Tom?’


‘Yes, Father, we hope so.’


The priest raised his voice, ‘Good luck, boys! I know you will win. God keep ye all! Now I will give you my blessing.’


The men all knelt for the blessing. Then the priest mounted his horse and rode into the darkness.[40]


The men set out for the long cross-country march against the lashing rain. Soon every man was drenched, but silently continued to march. It was a cold, black, miserable November night.


Pat Deasy, a young Volunteer, who had been ill for a few days previously followed the column at a distance. A few miles before they reached Kilmichael during a rest halt he made his presence known. Flyer Nyhan brought him to Barry. He pleaded that he be allowed fight and was difficult to resist, so Barry relented. Due to shortage of guns his substitute was sent home.


Around 8.15 a.m. the flying column reached the ambush position. The men had trudged through the bitter night against the lashing rain. They were cold, hungry and drenched wet. Military tactics were needed. ‘In true Barry fashion he told us it would be a fight until the end; either we wiped them out or they wiped us out. But he said, “We’ll wipe them out. We’ll smash the bloody fellows. Today will be an important day, not only for you, for West Cork but for Ireland’’.’[41]


Barry knew that most of these men had a story to tell. Jack Hennessy’s parents’ home was raided by the RIC on 10 July 1920. Jack was beaten and their home was burned to the ground. Ned Young’s parents were active in politics, his father though an elderly man was arrested and was regularly exhibited as a hostage in the Auxiliary lorries while out on raids, to prevent being fired upon.[42] In October the Black and Tans had come to John Lordan’s home to arrest his father and uncle – ‘wanted’ for their support of the Republican cause. They were not there so the enemy burned their house.[43] When John heard that the column was seeking action, he tossed a coin with Dan Canty and won the toss for the one rifle they had between them. Barry gladly placed him in No. 2 section.[44]


Much precision went into Barry’s plan. ‘He was quick to size things up! So quick, sharp, a soldier to his fingertips!’[45]During training he had learned of each man’s ability and thought about where individuals should be posted. Sections were rehearsed so that each man knew where his comrades were positioned. Barry’s military experience, discipline and training taught him the value of a positive approach. His instructions on the plan of attack and the positions the men were to occupy allowed for no retreat. In this bleak, desolate spot of stone, bog land and heather Barry and his men would be so close to their enemy that they could not easily miss their target. At the eastern end of the ambuscade he would be in position at a command post from where he would direct the fight, supported by three picked marksmen: John (Flyer) Nyhan, Jim (Spud) Murphy and Mick O’Herihy.[46]


Approximately ten yards from this position beyond a large heather-covered rock with a good field of fire lay ten rifle-men of No. 1 section. At the western end of the ambuscade on the northern side of the road the rifle-men of No. 2 section waited. They would cover the curve and the stretch of road by which the Auxies would approach the ambush area.


As an insurance against the arrival of a third lorry, No. 3 section was divided. Six rifle-men were posted to the north of the ambuscade about twenty yards from the path of the enemy, with a good field of fire on the approach road. In a shrewd tactic Barry had the remaining rifle-men of that section under Stephen O’Neill, section commander posted about 50 yards south of the road on a chain of rocks, mainly to prevent the Auxiliaries from jumping over the low ditch and establishing fighting positions there. Unarmed scouts were, as was usual, posted at both ends of the ambush area. Major Percival of the Essex Regiment noted that ‘the IRA were no fools in the conduct of guerrilla warfare … they even laid down certain principles of war … one of these principles was the principle of security.’[47]


Clothes, wet from the night of sleet and rain, clung to the men’s bodies as they lay on soggy soil. The hours passed slowly. The men had had no food since six o’clock the previous evening and no sleep. ‘The cold was intense’. It had begun to freeze as the men lay, so that their clothes grew stiff on their bodies. ‘It was a test of endurance and toughness,’ Barry recalled. Around mid-day the Kelly’s in an isolated house sent down a basin, a few iron buckets of tea and a bastable cake ‘probably all these honest people had’.[48] But this did not go far among the column of men. ‘It was a hard wait. We were waiting all day, all day!’ Pat O’Donovan recalled.[49] The men were warned to lie there. ‘They were told not to move.’ Local people on their way to Mass were asked to go home and to keep silent. The men had to lie all day, practically without moving, in the freezing cold.[50]


As time dragged towards evening, the men were at a low ebb. Nervous, cold, wet, hungry, all they could do was wait, hope and sometimes interrupt their thoughts with a prayer. Barry was standing in open view in his borrowed Volunteer uniform. ‘All the time he fingered carefully the all-important Mills bomb, and for the thousandth time he went over his strategy.’[51]There was ‘a fifty-fifty chance that he would be shot on sight’.[52]


It was just past 4 p.m. when the scouts to the north of the position signalled that the enemy was in sight. Barry’s men lay prone and rigid, awaiting his order to open fire. To Barry’s horror a side-car bearing five armed IRA Volunteers came around the bend. These men who should have reached the training camp the previous Sunday did not receive the mobilisation order in time. Now, not alone were they endangering their own lives, but they almost upset the operation of the entire column. Instantly Barry reacted. ‘Gallop up the lane; the Auxies are here! Gallop! Gallop!’ he shouted. The grey horse galloped and the men disappeared from sight and did not re-appear until the fight was over.


Seconds later, at 4.05 p.m. the first lorry came around the bend into the ambush position. The driver, apparently observing the uniformed figure, began to slow down.


‘I was afraid they were going to stop altogether,’ said Barry. ‘I had the Mills bomb in my hand and the pin out, ready to throw.’[53]When the lorry was within yards, having driven unsuspectingly past No. 3 and No. 2 sections, Barry hurled the bomb, blew his whistle and fired his automatic.


The grenade landed on the driver’s seat of the open top lorry. It exploded. It killed the driver and his companion. Rifle-shots rang out from Barry and his men. The lorry lurched forward. Auxiliaries, who were not severely wounded by the blast, jumped out and responded to the IRA’s shots. Soon Barry and the men beside him were on the road in the fight. Revolvers were at times used at point blank range on the somewhat dazed enemy. The fight was intense, even hand-to-hand action. Rifle-butts replaced rifle-shots. ‘So close were the combatants that in one instance the pumping blood from an Auxiliary’s severed artery struck one attacker full in the mouth before the Auxiliary hit the ground. The Auxiliaries were cursing and yelling as they fought, but the IRA were tight-lipped, as ruthlessly and coldly they out-fought them.’[54]


This encounter was short, sharp and bloody. All of the nine Auxiliaries spread on the road seemed to be either dead or dying. Barry passed one whom he thought was dead, but he rose and took aim at him. Flyer Nyhan’s quick action with his bayonet halted the gunner. Barry got a side glimpse of this action. Brisk movement was vital. Waiting only to pick up a rifle and some of the Auxies’ clips of ammunition Barry commanded the three men from the command post to follow him. The second lorry was being engaged by No. 2 section.


This second group of Auxies was crouched on the road having taken what little cover they could as No. 2 section was ‘engaging strongly’ from their higher vantage position. Barry with the three rifle-men jogged in single file along the dyke with rifles at the ready. When they were about half ways between the two lorries, ‘I heard these fellows shouting, “We surrender! We surrender!” … We saw them, some of them threw their rifles away,’ Barry recalled. Firing stopped. Silence from the first lorry verified it had been wiped out.


No. 2 section Volunteers, who were only about 15 to 20 yards away from the enemy, thought the fight was over as Barry had blown the whistle. Some stood up. ‘Immediately the Auxies opened on them’ with revolvers. Bullets hit Volunteers who stood up and accepted the surrender.


Barry, Spud Murphy, Flyer Nyhan and Mick O’Herlihy observed what had happened and jogged closer. They were now about 25 yards behind (moving towards) the enemy who spotted them. In their sandwiched position, the Auxies again shouted a surrender.


Realising that the Auxies had again opened fire with their revolvers. Barry shouted: ‘Rapid fire, and do not stop until I tell ye!’ Barry and the three men dropped down and ‘let them have it from behind’. No. 2 section also responded to Barry’s ‘Rapid fire’. The Auxies realising that they were jammed, kept firing. Barry shouted to his men to keep firing. At this stage the Auxies were shown no mercy, regardless of whether some had thrown away their arms or not.


‘We advanced into them still firing, making sure they were all dead. Now for that I take full responsibility. The only blame I have to myself is that I didn’t warn these young lads about the old war trick of a false surrender,’ said Barry. He never forgave himself for this. ‘They stood up because they were green and I didn’t warn them.’[55]


Scattered on the road all the Auxiliaries appeared dead. Barry gave the ‘cease-fire’ command and an eerie silence followed as the sounds of the last shots died away.


Barry climbed the short distance to where he had seen his men fall. Two Volunteers were dead – Michael McCarthy, who originally came with Barry to mark out the site of the ambush, and Jim O’Sullivan shot through the jaw. Pat Deasy, Liam Deasy’s young brother who had followed the column and implored Barry to allow him to fight was bleeding profusely from bullet wounds.


Barry sent a scout to summon a doctor, another to get a priest, he detailed four men to get a door as a stretcher for Pat Deasy. When Barry spoke to him, Pat smiled. Barry records that he himself turned away and had to refuse his dying wish for a drink of water. This lad, not yet sixteen, died later in a neighbouring house.[56]


Eighteen Volunteers were told to collect the arms and documents of the dead Auxiliaries and to pull the bodies away from the lorries and the remainder of the column were ordered to soak the tenders in petrol and prepare them for burning.[57]A flask of brandy was found in each of the Auxiliaries pockets.[58]


Some Volunteers were in a state of shock. Unlike Barry, they had never seen so many dead men with severe body wounds. Barry, conscious of this and of the necessity of jerking them back to reality, gave the command, ‘Fall in at the double!’ The men from each section closed upon their leader, got the ‘attention’ command, were numbered off and ordered to re-load. Their commander ordered them to slope arms; then he inspected them. He felt the only medicine available to counteract strain and shock was foot drill among the dying and the dead. If they encountered more British troops during retirement, inefficiency would show. ‘If they didn’t keep discipline, we might lose everything. Discipline was all we had.’ Barry marched and counter-marched his column, their faces lit in the winter twilight by the flickering light from the burning vehicles, their boots slipping in pools of blood. ‘His iron will as much as anything else was the stuff of survival, of victory’.[59]


Before they left Kilmichael some of the men were physically sick. The shock of the fight and the drill beside the bodies and the blood were too much for one man whom John Whelton knew. ‘He came home shortly after, and was a physical wreck. He shouldn’t have been there in the first place, as he couldn’t take that type of thing. Within six months his hair was snow white. After that Barry decided he would emphasise stronger than ever what they were facing, and if they couldn’t take it, they were out.’[60]


The column was halted before the rock where the bodies of the two dead Volunteers lay and was ordered to ‘Present Arms’, as a final tribute to their comrades. The men were again formed into sections; then the order to march was given. Some Volunteers from the local company as well as those who had come earlier in a grey horse and side-car helped with the care of the dead men. Taking the bodies cross-country through bogs, burying them by day, re-digging and moving by night, it took over a week to reach Castletown-Kenneigh graveyard for burial.[61]


Critics have said that Barry should have accepted the second surrender call. In Liam Deasy’s Towards Ireland Free published in 1973, there is no mention of a false surrender.[62]The absence of this detail angered Barry. In a booklet The Reality of the Anglo-Irish War 1920–1921 in West Cork that Tom Barry wrote, afterwards, he cited commander of Section No. 3, Stephen O’Neill’s version in The Kerryman, 12 December 1937: ‘after the false surrender, fire was again opened by the Auxiliaries with fatal results to two of our comrades who exposed themselves, believing the surrender to be genuine. We renewed the attack vigorously and never desisted until the enemy were annihilated.’[63]Responding to criticism Barry wrote, ‘perhaps, I should have taken a second false surrender and let a few more Volunteers be killed treacherously.’[64]


General Crozier, commander at the time of the Auxiliaries in Ireland, in his book Ireland Forever accepted that there was a false surrender. ‘It was perfectly true that the wounded had been put to death after the ambush, but the reason for this barbarous inhumanity became understandable, although inexcusable,’ he wrote. Because, ‘arms were supposed to have been surrendered, but a wounded Auxiliary whipped out a revolver while lying on the ground and shot a “Shinner” with the result that all his comrades were put to death with him.’[65]


Initially I investigated the false surrender for The Tom Barry Story.[66]After a brief surrender call, fire was re-opened. Was this the time the Volunteers were killed? It appears as if Pat Deasy jumped up during the fight to have a good shot and was wounded before the surrender call. However he had two wounds, one was a grazed side-stomach wound and the other higher up, internal nearer his heart, believed to be the fatal wound. Pat O’Donovan and Tim O’Connell at either side of him, both knew of the side graze wound before the surrender call.[67]He got up during the surrender, as firing began again. The shot which hit Jim O’Sullivan had first struck the bolt of his own rifle and then hit him in the head, killing him instantly. This, it seems, was after the surrender call. Barry was certain that two men fell from shots fired after the surrender call. ‘We saw three of our comrades on No. 2 section stand up, one crouched and two upright. Suddenly the Auxiliaries were firing again with revolvers’, Barry wrote.[68]
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