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REVOLUTIONARY CORK


This chapter briefly covers in chronological sequence the political and military events, both national and local, from January 1913 to February 1921 that led to the Battle of Clonmult. It also introduces the individuals who were involved in the Flying Column of the 4th Battalion, First Cork Brigade IRA, the unit involved at Clonmult. It was the men of these flying columns, using the appropriate strategy, with a political mandate based on the results of the General Election of 1918 and on the material support of the people that made the War of Independence possible.


A public meeting to formally establish the Irish Volunteers was held in the Rotunda Rink in Dublin on the night of 25th November 1913, presided over by Eoin MacNeill.1 The public meeting that inaugurated the Irish Volunteers in Cork City and county was held in the old Cork City Hall, at 8.30 pm, on the evening of Sunday, 14th December 1913.2 The principal speakers were Eoin MacNeill and Sir Roger Casement, while also in attendance was Tomás MacCurtain, officer commanding the First Cork Brigade and the future Lord Mayor of Cork. During the first six months of 1914, a Volunteer Company was set up in Cobh that was one of the first in what became the 4th Battalion area.3


Following the outbreak of the First World War in August 1914, the leader of the Irish Parliamentary Party, John Redmond MP, in a speech in Woodenbridge County Wicklow on 20th September 1914, proposed that members of the Irish Volunteers should militarily support Britain in its hour of need and by doing so would help end the war and thus ensure that Home Rule would be obtained. This led to a split in the Irish Volunteers. The majority, approximately 170,000, followed John Redmond and this group became known as the National or Redmond’s Volunteers and many enlisted in the British Forces. The remainder, approximately 12,000, retained the title and principles of the Irish Volunteers.4


Jack O’Connell, the acting column commander at Clonmult, was originally a member of the Irish Volunteers. After the split of September 1914, he joined Redmond’s National Volunteers and in March 1915 he re-joined the Irish Volunteers.5 Other men from Cobh who were active in the Volunteer movement from this period were Paddy Whelan, involved at Clonmult, Daithi O’Brien, (OC) officer commanding ‘A’ (Cobh) Company during the War of Independence, Michael Leahy who became (CO) commanding officer of the 4th Battalion and James Ahern, killed at Clonmult.6


During Easter week of 1916, the Volunteers were mobilised at Sheares Street in Cork City. Their mission was to act as security for the distribution of the arms and ammunition that they were expecting from the gun-running ship ‘Aud’. However, as a result of the capture of the ‘Aud’ off the Kerry coast on Good Friday evening by a Royal Navy warship and later its scuttling outside the entrance to Cork Harbour early on Easter Saturday morning, all the awaited weapons and ammunition were lost, therefore the men returned to the city empty-handed. Also, because of conflicting orders from Dublin and a lack of direct communications with their superiors in the city, the Cork units did not play an active part in the Rising of Easter Week.


In the immediate post-1916 Rising period the British authorities made at least two major errors. Firstly, they executed the leaders and overnight turned these men into martyrs. Secondly, they interned 1,863 of the insurgents in a disused distillery and former prisoner of war camp in Frongoch, North Wales.7 This internment camp has been aptly described as ‘a university of revolution’.8 This in my opinion was the greater error because it brought together many of the leading individuals of the War of Independence. Michael Brennan of Clare, Michael Collins, Tomás MacCurtain and Terence MacSwiney of Cork, Michael Leahy of Cobh,9 Tom McEllistrim of Kerry, Dick McKee, Dick Mulcahy and Sean T. O’Kelly of Dublin, to name but a few.


It was at Frongoch that the lessons of the Rising were debated, the mistakes identified and the strategies and tactics of the War of Independence decided. It was decided that never again would they take on the might of the Crown Forces using conventional warfare.10 The next war would be one of guerrilla actions, no more taking over buildings and waiting to be attacked. It was at Frongoch that it was recognised that priority must be given to destroying the Royal Irish Constabulary, a force that was seen as the eyes and ears of Dublin Castle in every corner of Ireland and also the ‘G’ Division of the Dublin Metropolitan Police. The network of contacts that was essential for conducting a national resistance movement was forged during the long period of internment in North Wales. This camaraderie was the driving force that propelled the Irish Republican Army during the War of Independence, 1917–21, a period described by the volunteers as the four glorious years.11


An Irish Volunteer Company was formed in Midleton towards the end of 1916. Jack O’Shea, John Brady and Sean Buckley were the Company officers.12 Towards the end of 1917, the 4th Battalion companies were redesignated and Cobh became ‘A’ Company and Midleton became ‘B’ Company.


Paddy Higgins, wounded at Clonmult, was the first Company captain of ‘L’ Company in Aghada and remained in that appointment until late 1918 when he was reappointed 4th Battalion (QM) quarter-master officer.13 He joined the battalion flying column during December 1920. Joseph Ahern, later second-in-command of the flying column, was active in the Volunteers in Midleton from the earliest days.14 Joseph Ahern was the commanding officer of the 4th Battalion at the Truce. The Midleton Company parade ground was a walled enclosure in an old ruined castle yard at Cahermone, a short distance on the east side of the town. Their rifles were ‘stout branches broken off nearby trees’.15 Diarmuid O’Hurley from Kilbrittan, west Cork and column commander at Clonmult, arrived in Midleton from Belfast in September 1918. Diarmuid O’Hurley worked as a foreman in T.S.R. Coppinger, grain merchants, on Main Street. It was here that he received the nickname ‘The Gaffer’. He was soon after appointed OC of the Midleton Company.16 Paddy Whelan, originally from Wexford, moved to Cobh where his father was employed by Irish Lights and worked on the Daunt Rock lightship. Paddy began work as a boilermaker’s apprentice in His Majesty’s Dockyard, Haulbowline, in September 1914.17 Paddy Whelan, Jeremiah Ahern and Jack O’Connell, worked in the Midleton Engineering Works, prior to joining the column. Joseph Morrissey, born in Carlow and later living in Roscommon and on the run from the Midlands, worked in Abernethy’s Bakery in Castlemartyr.


Up to 5th January 1919, the area of operations of the First Cork Brigade covered all of County Cork.18 On that date at a meeting held at Kilnadur, Dunmanway, and chaired by Michael Collins – who was representing G.H.Q. – the county was divided into three brigade areas as it was proving almost impossible to command and administer.19 The First Cork Brigade’s new and reduced area of operations covered the city, west to Ballingeary and east to Youghal with Tomás MacCurtain, later Lord Mayor of Cork City, as brigade commander. The 2nd Brigade covered north Cork with Liam Lynch in charge, and the 3rd (West Cork) Brigade under Tom Hales covered the western part of the county to the Kerry border.


There were ten battalions numbered 1 to 10 in the 1st Brigade. The activities covered in this book relate primarily to the Flying Column of the 4th Battalion, Cork 1st Brigade, Irish Republican Army. The territorial boundary of the 4th Battalion corresponded roughly with the old Parliamentary area of East Cork. The western boundary extended from Dunkettle Bridge adjacent to the northern entrance to the Jack Lynch Tunnel, north through Glanmire to Knockraha. The northern boundary was from Knockraha, east through Leamlara, Ballincurrig, Clonmult, Inch, Killeagh to Youghal. The southern boundary was the coastline from Youghal back to Dunkettle Bridge and including the Great Island.20


There were seventeen Companies in the 4th Battalion with a strength of more than 1,200 men.21 The Companies of the 4th Battalion were designated by a capital letter and were as follows. ‘A’ Company Cobh, ‘B’ Company Midleton, ‘C’ Company Youghal, ‘D’ Company Carrigtwohill, ‘E’ Company Knockraha, ‘F’ Company Dungourney, Clonmult, Mogeely and Castlemartyr, ‘G’ Company Lisgoold, ‘H’ Company Leamlara, ‘I’ Company Ladysbridge, ‘J’ Company Inch and Killeagh, ‘K’ Company Cloyne, ‘L’ Company Aghada, ‘M’ Company Shanagarry, ‘N’ Company Ballycotton, ‘O’ Company Ballymacoda, ‘P’ Company Glounthaune, ‘R’ Company Churchtown South.


In 1921, during the Truce, a number of the Companies were detached from the 4th Battalion and redesignated 10th Battalion. These became ‘A’ Company Aghada, ‘B’ Company Cloyne, ‘C’ Company Churchtown South, ‘D’ Company Shanagarry, ‘E’ Company Ballycotton, ‘F’ Company Ladysbridge, ‘G’ Company Ballymacoda, ‘H’ Company Killeagh, ‘I’ Company Inch, ‘J’ Company Gortroe and ‘K’ Company Youghal, 10th Battalion, First Cork Brigade.


One of the priorities of all active Companies throughout the War of Independence was that of acquiring arms and ammunition. The IRA obtained their weapons from a variety of sources. Initially, the Volunteers raided private houses and gun shops in their search for firearms, but this proved successful only to a point, as the types of weapons procured generally only amounted to shotguns and .22in rifles, which were quite useless against service .303in rifles.22 Their main focus for weapons was on the Crown Forces because service rifles, revolvers and ammunition were their main requirement. A fruitful source of service rifles were the Irishmen who were home on leave from the British Army. If the individual was lucky, he was asked to sell the rifle but often there was no choice. The authorities soon cut off this source when armouries were made available in England to secure the rifles of soldiers travelling home on leave to Ireland.


The General Election of December 1918 was a political turning point for Sinn Féin and the Republican movement. For these Nationalists it was a battle between the old Parliamentary Party and Sinn Féin. Of the seventy-three Republican candidates, forty-seven were in jail. The Sinn Féin election slogan was, ‘Vote them in to get them out’. The result of the election was a resounding victory for Sinn Féin. Of the 105 candidates returned for Ireland, seventy-three were Sinn Féin, twenty-six were Loyalist and just six for the Parliamentary Party.23 The elected Republicans refused to take their seats at Westminster and instead formed the First Dáil, which met in the Mansion House in Dublin on 21st January 1919. The Dáil adopted three foundation deeds, of which the ‘Declaration of Independence’ was the one of greatest importance to the IRA.24 This declared ‘that a state of war existed which could never end until Ireland is definitely evacuated by the armed forces of England’.25


The Deputies standing, affirmed, ‘we adopt this Declaration of Independence, and we pledge ourselves to put it into effect by every means in our power’.26


The principal means in their power was the IRA, and this ‘Declaration of Independence’ was seen by the organisation as a mandate from the majority of the Irish people, through the Dáil, for its military campaign against the British Forces. This was the basis for their claim that they were the soldiers of the Irish Republic. In the eyes of those involved there was now an Irish political establishment with a military force ready for the impending war. The first fatal shots of that war were heard in Soloheadbeg, Co. Tipperary, the very same day as the First Dáil sat. Two RIC constables, James McDonnell from Mayo and Patrick O’Connell from Coachford, Co. Cork, were shot dead in an ambush at Soloheadbeg by the men of the Third Tipperary Brigade.27


The men most active in the movement between 1918 and mid-1920 were part-time. They worked at their civilian employment during the day, assembled for a raid or attack during the night or weekend and returned to their work the following morning. These early raids were quite successful as they generally had the element of surprise. The men involved at Clonmult were active in most of these operations.


Some of the early successes in East Cork included:


The capture and destruction of the Carrigtwohill RIC Barracks on 3rd January 1920, one of the first such successes in the country.


The capture of Castlemartyr RIC Barracks on 9th February 1920.


A British Army patrol disarmed near Cobh, one soldier killed.


The capture of Cloyne RIC Barracks on 8th May 1920.


The disarming of the joint British Army/RIC bicycle patrol at Mile Bush near Midleton on Saturday, 5th June 1920. Twelve rifles captured.


A British Army guard disarmed near Cobh on 25th August 1920, one soldier killed.28


A British Army mobile patrol attacked at Whiterock, outside Midleton on 26th August 1920, one soldier killed.


However, the authorities were building up intelligence on the activists and quite a few were arrested. The remainder, knowing they had been identified and were wanted, went ‘on the run’. Tadhg Manley and Diarmuid O’Hurley were lodging at Mrs Walsh’s, 70 Chapel St., now St Mary’s Rd., in Midleton. A party of Cameron Highlanders raided the house on Monday, 7th June 1920, two days after the Mile Bush ambush. Tadhg Manley was captured and O’Hurley only just managed to escape out through the back door.29 Tadhg Manley spent the remainder of the war in jail.


The introduction of the Restoration of Order in Ireland Act on 9th August 1920 forced more men on the run. The authorities were finding it almost impossible to find jurors and this Act introduced internment without trial. It was a natural progression that those ‘on the run’ who were often living in the same safe houses would eventually band together and this was the birth of the concept of the flying columns.


About this time, Ernie O’Malley,30 Divisional Commander of the Second Southern Division, stated that, ‘at the time and for sometime later, the men on the run were a bloody nuisance, for they lounged around, slept late, ate people’s food and did no work for the company or battalion in whom they happened to be’.31 However, the formation of the flying columns, which involved training and discipline, established these men into an effective fighting force.


Towards the end of September 1920, the 4th Battalion Flying Column was formed at Knockraha, approximately six kilometres east of Cork City, under the command of Diarmuid O’Hurley. Joseph Ahern, Jack Ahern, brothers David and Michael Desmond, Michael Hallahan and Paddy Whelan were the first to report for duty.32 Michael Hallahan resided in number 12 and the two Desmond brothers resided in number 17 Commissioners Buildings in Midleton. The terrace was later renamed Clonmult Terrace in memory of these three men killed at Clonmult. These men were the full-time members of the column from its formation until Clonmult. For a list of the other men known to have served in the flying column, see Appendix 4, pp. 120–21.


The nature of the terrain around East Cork did not lend itself to the security of a large flying column. The terrain was too well served with roads and there were military garrisons at Cobh, Midleton, Youghal, Fermoy, Cork and Fort Carlisle near Whitegate. The average number serving on the column at any one time was generally kept to between sixteen and twenty. There were, however, many men who were available at short notice to reinforce the column.33 The rugged terrain of West Cork was much more suitable for flying column operations.


The General Headquarters of the IRA recognised the benefit of the flying column and issued Operational Memos relating to them during September and October 1920.


Operational Order No. 1


Devolved permission to carry out attacks on military and police patrols to officers of the rank of captain.


Operational Order No. 2


Ordered Brigade commandants to closely observe enemy formations so that no opportunity to attack them would be lost.


Operational Order No. 3


Ordered the interception of all police and military communications.


Operational Order No. 4


Ordered that the worst and most vicious of the RIC were to be shot.


Operational Order No. 5


Ordered that all Black and Tans were to be shot on sight.


Operational Order No. 6


Not found.


Operational Order No. 7


1. The flying column commander must endeavour to gain experience for himself and for his men by planning and then carrying out simple operations as outlined in Operational Orders Nos 1–7.34


2. By harassing smaller and quieter military and police stations.


3. By intercepting and pillaging stores belonging to the enemy.


4. By intercepting communications.


5. By covering towns threatened by reprisal parties.


Following their stay at Knockraha, the members of the column moved to Shanagarry in an attempt to engage the British, but without success. From here they travelled to Ballymacoda, Ladysbridge and on to Aghada, but again failed to make contact. On 11th December 1920, they lay in ambush positions near Aghada, expecting to engage a patrol from Fort Carlisle (Fort Davis), but again the British did not appear.35 From Aghada, they marched to billet for the night in Bertie Walsh’s house in Rock Street, Cloyne. This was a dangerous move as Walsh himself was on the run, and there was a possibility that the house was being watched. The house was surrounded by British troops the following morning and it was only by guile and an aggressive break out that the column managed to escape.36 The local Companies were rushing to their assistance after word reached them that the column was in difficulty. There were two similarities with Clonmult, in that there were no sentries in position and the house was surrounded. There was one major difference, the column members escaped from Cloyne, at Clonmult only one would escape.


The column moved from Cloyne to an unoccupied farmhouse at Kilmountain, about three miles east of Midleton, where they spent Christmas 1920. While there, word was received that a joint RIC/Black and Tan foot patrol operated on the Main Street of Midleton every night. The decision was taken by Diarmuid O’Hurley to attack the patrol on the night of 29th December. Before the attack the entire column moved into Midleton under cover of darkness and assembled in the sawmills on Charles Street. From there, the members of the column moved into their attacking positions by getting through the back gardens and yards of the houses and shops and finally coming through the houses and waiting inside the front doors until the patrol had passed on the outward leg.


The eight-man foot patrol left the RIC barracks at about 9.30 pm and proceeded down Main Street. They were ambushed on the return leg as the patrol was approaching the Town Hall, now the library. During the engagement Special Constable Martin Mullen, stationed in Midleton and living with his family in Youghal, was mortally wounded. He died of his wounds that night in a house off Main Street.37 Two Black and Tans, Ernest Dray and Arthur Thorp, were also mortally wounded.38 The other members of the foot patrol were RIC sergeants Edward Moloney and Michael Nolan, and Black and Tans Frederick Partridge, John Gordon and Thomas Hill.39


During this operation, Vice-Commandant Joseph Ahern was in charge of a squad of volunteers that included Paddy Higgins and he was not impressed with Higgins’s performance.40 Ahern stated that, ‘O’Higgins on that occasion didn’t show any great aptitude for the work.’41 This observation was to have serious implications in the subsequent battle at Clonmult. A mobile patrol of police on their way from Cork in response to the attack was itself ambushed at Ballyrichard near Carrigtwohill. This mobile patrol was commanded by Temporary County Inspector (T.C.I.) J.J.T. Carroll, RIC.


After this engagement the column rendezvoused at the sawmills and immediately returned to their billet at Kilmountain. Early in the New Year they moved to Griffins farmhouse at Cottstown, Dungourney.42 From there on or about 6th January 1921, they relocated to a disused farmhouse at Garrylaurence, the scene of the Battle of Clonmult.
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