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From a young age, | knew my father, John Joe,
had played a role in the Irish War of Independence
and the subsequent Civil War. However, like many
men and women of the time they never spoke in
any detail of their involvement, | believe this was a
result of the bitter Civil War which split families and
friendships for generations, only now are we seeing
real reconciliation.

My first memory of his
involvement was on parade in
1960 with his sisters Mamie and
Nan and their old comrades
at the unveiling of a plaque
at our neighbor’s house to the
memory of Joe Murphy who died
on hunger strike in 1920 at the
height of the struggle. When
they fired a volley of shots over
the house | was fascinated. As a
result, | wanted to know more so
over the years | made numerous
attempts to piece together my
father’s and aunt’s story.

| was very mindful of what
President Abrahaham Lincoln
once said,” History is not history
unless it is the truth “as a result
| was aware of my own bias when researching for my
book when dealing with evidence written or spoken.
This must be one of the hardest jobs for a historian,
teacher or author. | have practiced this principle for
my talks when visiting Schools, Universities, Historical
and Irish Cultural Associations.

My book was launched in 2022 by the Lord Mayor of
Cork in the City Library and the short film was screened
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John Joe Hegarty

in Cork City Hall and at the IBAM festival
in Chicago in 2024. Their story which I will
share with you over the next few months
is about ordinary people in extraordinary
times in Irish History.

My father John Joe was born in September
1897 to his parents Patrick and Elizabeth
who had lived through the famine and witnessed its
devastating consequences. Both parents were very
much influenced by nationalism and were infused
with the desire for the independence of Ireland from
Britain.They were supporters of Cork MP, Charles
Stewart Parnell, in his quest for land reform and
independence. He was leader of the Home Rule Party
and later the Irish Parliamentary
Party at Westminster in
London.1913-1914

Establishment of Volunteers
and Cumann na mBan

Ireland fought for its freedom
for centuries despite many
attempts by its people to no
avail. Now it was the time of
the men and women of the
twentieth century to come
forth and make their attempt.
John Joe,Mamie and their young
sister Nan joined up and quickly
moved up through the ranks to
become officers in Cork Nof1
Brigade H company.

Prior to WWI, as young
volunteers they were helping to
raise funds by collecting money
at church gates around the city, training in the use of
weapons (at which they excelled), organized military
parades, drills and marches. There was a continued
lack of firearms, so with the help of his father Patrick,
John Joe started to make croppy pikes, like those
used in the 1798 rebellion. As market gardeners, the
used horses for both work and transport so it wasn’t
unusual for them to have blacksmith skills. These pikes

were no match for the British guns but in the hands of
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Hegarty Family at “The Laurels,” Circa 1910
determined men they were lethal weapons.

It was at this time that their home “The Laurels
“became a meeting house for the Brigade officers,
an arms dump, bomb factory and intelligence hub,
all with the permission and support of their parents,
thus putting all their lives in constant danger as the
three siblings were still living at home.

John Joe by the age of 21was an officer of H company
with 60 men under his command were stealing guns from
British soldiers returning home from the war and in some
cases been gifted arms and ammunition. It must be noted
that 1000’s of Irish men had joined the British army not
only to fight but to support their families financially. Many
were to become vital in training the volunteers when
the War of Independence broke out in 1919.
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After the failed Easter Rising of 1916,The men of H
company increased local resistance to the British Army
this came to the fore when they prevented cattle raids
for export to Britain . The gathering of Intelligence also
became paramount at this time and all three siblings
became Intelligence officers, as market gardeners
John Joe had the freedom of the city when bringing
vegetables to the markets but also to the Royal Irish
Constabulary (RIC) Barracks where he was obtaining
valuable information. All information was relayed to
one of his men Conn Harrington who worked in City
Hall and acted as PA to Lord Mayors Thomas McCurtain
and Terence MacSwiney who in their time acted as Co.
Cork No1 Brigade. McCurtain was murdered in his own
bed by the RIC to be replaced by MacSwiney who died
on hunger strike some months later in 1920.1 will go
into further detail as the story progresses.

In 1915 the British government were providing a grant
to those who earned a qualification in first aid. Both
Hegarty sisters under a Dr.Saunders and nurse Elwood,
a fellow Cumann na mBan member, qualified firstly so
they could attend to injured or wounded volunteers
and secondly to use the grant money to bolster the
Brigade funds. They put their knowledge to good use
during the War of independence and Civil War. They
also helped to establish Cumann branches around the
city and in the east Cork fishing village of Ballycotton,
this would prove vital at the time of the Truce.

Nan went full time with the Brigade with the
financial help of her parents. She later became
Treasurer of the Cork Council District of the Cumann.

When the Germans sank the Cunard liner RMS
Lusitania off the coast of Cork in May 1915 with
American casualties it helped to bring the USAinto the
War which they did in 1917.Queenstown (now Cobh)
was an important British Naval base consequently it
became the American Base. Pressure mounted on the
many Irish American service men to provide arms to
the local volunteers which some did. What the locals
did not know, however, as intelligence cells were very
secretive was that Mamie fiancée John Forde (another
of John Joes men) of H company was the embalmer

for the Navy. The American navy used Queenstown

as a stopover on their way back to the USA to bury
their war casualties, as the embalmer John stole their
side arms which Mamie brought to The Laurels.This
privileged position also gave them the opportunity
to gather important intelligence when the War of
Independence began in 1919.

When WW1ended in 1918 Britain held parliamentary
elections which resulted in a complete change
of political power in Ireland as the people voted
overwhelming for Sinn Fein candidates.

This resulted in the opportunity to end British rule
and to strike for freedom.

1918-1920 The years Cork went from

Relative Peace to Guerrilla Warfare

Their story will continue at the outbreak of the War
of Independence, Arms and Railway raids, the burning

1 of Cork, Hunger strikes, first Republican wedding

(Mamie and John) the role intelligence played the
role of women, Truce and Treaty. The capture of the
Upnor, the only navel conflict between Ireland and
Britain. Civil War begins and its aftermath.
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