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1919 -The Year 
the Tide Turned in the 
Struggle for Freedom

From when the Volunteers and Cumann 
na mBan were established in 1913-14 
members were training for a forthcoming 
uprising. Despite the setback of the 
1916 Easter Rising, it did not deter the 
determination of the brave men and 
women to continue their fight for freedom.

Despite many of its leaders in jail, the 
Dail in 1919 began to implement polices 
and establish a framework for government. 
They had a major coup in February when 
after careful planning they sprung an 
escape from Lincoln jail in England of 
prominent Sinn Fein members Sean 
McGarry, Sean Moylan and their American-
Born leader Eamonn de Valera (Dev) Within 
months Dev departed for the United 
States. Tasked with generating interest 
and support for the newly emerging 
Republic, Dev was also tasked to raise 
funds and support from Irish Americans His 
stay in America is well documented and in 
the public domain.
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They continued 
to focus on securing 
arms,  sens i t ive 

intelligence mail, motorcars, (which were 
not plentiful at the time) and bicycles.

Bicycles became such a vital part of the 
Brigade that a Bicycle Corp was established 
for scouting missions when ambushes 
were being planned. The gathering of 
intelligence and identifying spies and their 
agents were also to become a key factor 
for the success of the struggle.

Unlike the British authorities the IRA 
had no permanent jails so being accused 
of and found guilty of spying for the British 
was an immediate death sentence. Martin 
Corry (son of an RIC sergeant), a relation 
of John Joe and family, is recognized as 
being the Cork Brigades Chief Executioner.

Corry at the time was a farmer and it is 
believed to be responsible for numerous 
killings and burials on his and nearby 
farms. Corry also used what are today 
picturesque local wooded areas which 
show no evidence of conflict. He was also 
very involved in what was regarded as the 
Brigades holding cell ‘Sing Sing‘ (pictured  
left) in the local Kilquane Cemetery, 
east of the city, a place from where very 

and Sean (Herbert) Mitchell Chief Marshal 
requested that the City Council donate a 
plot of land as a burial place for the dead 
patriot.

This was immediately agreed upon and 
a site at St Finbarr’s cemetery was made 
available, this is now the Republican plot. 
MacCurtain would not be the last volunteer 
or indeed Lord Mayor to be buried there 
before the year was over. Dressed in their 
uniforms John Joe, Mamie and Nan formed 
part of the cortege procession on its way 
to the cemetery.

McCurtain was succeeded By Terence 
MacSwiney as both Lord Mayor and CO. of 
the Cork No1 Brigade. In his acceptance 
speech MacSwiney uttered the immortal 
words regarding the conflict,

“Not on our side a rivalry of vengeance 
but one of endurance”, “It is not they 
who can inflict the most but they, that 
can suffer the most will endure” Prophetic 
words that he would put into practise 
before the year end.

‘The Laurels’ continued to be raided 
regularly by the RIC and Black and 
Tans searching for guns, ammunition 
dump or any intelligence papers. They 
never succeeded in finding anything of 
consequence.

In April Michael Collins issued a decree 
from Dublin to increase pressure and 

Dail courts were established around 
the country with Sinn Fein Magistrates 
appointed to oversee matters. These 
courts and their judgements had mayor 
ramification for the British authorities in 
London resulting in them being outlawed. 
Michael Collins appointed my granduncle 
David Allen, his friend, as one of the Cork 
Magistrates.

In August an Oath of Allegiance was 
called for in the Dail, which included 
the Volunteers who henceforth were to 
become the Irish Republican Army (IRA).

John Joe and his men as part of Cork 
No 1 Brigade became more active as the 
war escalated with them raiding Houses, 
Railway Stations and Trains, along with 
RIC Barracks. The ongoing gathering of 
Intelligence continued to play a vital role 
in support of these raids

They were involved in many raids with 
other groups including Murrays Gun Shop 
(City Center) this group included Sean 
O’Sullivan of ‘B’ company (years later 

supplier for the entire Brigade. The order 
to burn all Barracks was issued to prevent 
the RIC and or the Black and Tans (Tans) 
from reoccupying them in areas that were 
now under the control of the IRA. ‘H’ and 
‘Companies made sure with their ongoing 
activities that Pouladuff and Togher was 
one such area.

The burning of all tax office records 
although not necessarily the buildings 
themselves were also carried out the same 
evening. Both these successful actions 
resulted in putting a huge financial and 
logistic strain on the British administration 
in Ireland.

May continued to see raids and ambushes 
with the most notable being the Barracks 
at Timoleague, resulting in the deaths of 
three RIC officers and several injured.

With their lives and those of their 
parents in constant danger the activities 
at “The Laurels” continued to escalate as 
they believed that the tide was turning 
in their favour and that they would 
finally achieve freedom from British rule 
and establish Ireland as a Republic as 
proclaimed during the 1916 Easter Rising,

The final 6 months of 1920 and 1921 
were to prove vital in the struggle
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few spies, Ric, soldiers. or their agents 
survived.

This is an underground crypt built of 
stone by monks as a food store, centuries 
later becoming a hiding place to prevent 
body snatching, it’s still surviving to this 
day.

1920 --The Year Cork Went From
Relative Peace to Guerrilla Warfare
Local elections were held in January and 

Sinn Fein won 30 of a total 56 seats on the 
Cork Corporation, and the same month 
Thomas MacCurtain was elected the first 
Republican Lord Mayor of Cork.

His first proposal in office was to recognise 
Dail Eireann as the legal, constitutional 
parliament of the Irish Nation. This set the 
tone for significant events that occurred 
later in the year. Within a few short weeks 
of his election on the 20th of March the 
Lord Mayor was murdered in his home in 
Blackpool in front of his pregnant wife and 
family by members of the RIC.

The day after the murder, officers 
including Fred Cronin (Funeral Director) 
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further disruption on the 
Br it ish administrat ion 
na t i onw ide ,  th i s  was 
arranged to coincide with 
the 4th anniversary of the 
1916 Easter rising. Collins 
orders included burning RIC 
Barracks and destroying all 
tax records.

John Joe and his men of 
H company together with 
G company took immediate 
action. Their local barracks 
in Togher was only a few 
f ie lds  away  f rom the 
“Laurels “which they burnt 
to the ground. Nan oversaw 
all the equipment used 
in the raids and bore the 
responsibility of returning 
them to her home dump on 
completion of the orders. 
The Laurels because of its 
location was now proving 
to be an important arms 
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