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The Easter Rising, which was deemed a failure and 
concentrated in and around Dublin was not universally 
approved by all citizens of the city. However, after 
the British executed its leaders and sent thousands of 
volunteers to jails and internment camps across the 

United Kingdom attitudes changed 
and supported gathered for their 
cause. Meanwhile prisoners such as 
Michael Collins and others used their 
time together and started laying 
plans for future attempts at freedom. 
Their support was highly visible when 
they received a hero’s welcome home 
after their release.

Seismic Change in Attitude Towards 
British Rule

In April the British House of 
Commons passed the Conscription 
Act for Ireland. Many young men were 
encouraged to join the British Army 
which they did in their 1000,s, by John 
Redmond and his Irish Parliamentary 
Party in order to fight for the freedom 
of small nations. The Volunteers 
leaders were totally opposed to men 
joining any British Regiment.

It must be acknowledged that many 
on returning home as fully trained 
and combat-hardened soldiers joined 
the Volunteers. Men such as Tom 
Barry (lifelong friend of my father) 
brought a professional training 
approach which was invaluable when 
the war commenced in 1919. Tom 
became prominent as the guerrilla 
commander in West Cork Flying 
column. His book “Guerilla Days 
in Ireland” gives a comprehensive 
account of his activities. He came to 

national prominence for leading his men in 
ambushing the British forces at Kilmichael 
and Crossbarry.

The passing of the Act saw the Hegarty’s, 
fundraising to prevent conscription and the 
campaign was successful as it was never 
enacted in Ireland, unlike the rest of the 

British Isles.
Many men who had joined the Volunteers during 

the campaign left when the British government 
abandoned their policy, as their sole intention was to 
avoid conscription.

The Hegarty’s were fully 
committed to the cause, honoring 
their oath and continuing their 
membership.

Westminster General Election
The family involved themselves 

in national and local politics an 
interest that sustained them for 
the rest of their lives. Their first 
national campaign came on the 
14th of December 1918 when the 
United Kingdom general election 
was called after the armistice 
with Germany, which ended the 
First World War.

Their various contributions 
included canvassing, distributing 
leaflets, erecting posters around 
the city and assisting the Sinn 
Fein candidates standing for 
the Cork City constituency. They 
also guarded the polling stations 
resisting any interference from 
the British authorities.

Of  105  seat s  ava i l ab le 
nationwide, Sinn Fein won a 
total of 73 seats, because of this 
support, they began to plan the 
first Independent Irish Parliament 
(Dail) in Dublin and reject the 
Westminster Parliament. Both 
Cork candidates were elected 
with large majorities in the 
two-seater constituency. The 
candidates where JJ Walsh who 
fought in the GPO in 1916 and 
Liam deRoiste the first chairman 
of Sinn Fein in Cork. This 
resulted in the demise of John 
Redmond’s Irish Parliamentary 
Party.

On the 21st of January 
1919 the elected members 
passed The Declaration 
of Independence to only 
r ecogn i sed  the  I r i s h 
parliament as the true 
Government of Ireland.

The Tipperary Brigades 
Connection

Without seeking authorization members of 
a Tipperary Brigade ambushed the Royal Irish 
Constabulary who were escorting explosives at 
Soloheadbeg. Two RIC officers were killed, and their 
weapons and explosives seized. This coincided on 
the same day that the Irish Parliament first met and 
declared Ireland Independent. This ambush is often 
recognised as the first engagement of the War of 
Independence.

Prior to the Soloheadbeg ambush men of different 
Tipperary and other Munster Brigades used The Laurels 
as a safe house when on the run or when released from 
Cork jail in bad health after their ill treatment from 
British soldiers stationed there.

The Laurels provided them with a place of rest and 
safety, and to be attended to by the Hegarty family 
before returning home or being rearmed from their 
supply before returning to their active service units.

Commandant James (Jimmy)Leahy No2 Tipperary 
Brigade was one of their officers who was familiar 
with the Hegarty’s and was corresponding with Nan to 
pass messages to the Cork Brigade, aware that John 
Joe had his man in City Hall. Leahy led a very active 
unit and was arrested and jailed on several occasions.

As the war progressed over the next few years Nans 
involvement became more crucial as she journeyed 
to Thurles with arms and dispatches for Leahy, his 
future brother-in-law Capt. Jack Meagher, Dan Breen 
and Jimmy Stapleton.

Meagher was familiar with The Laurels as he had 
stayed there from time to time. He had complete 
trust in the Hegarty family and had ordered Nan to 
hand a parcel of ammunition to Stapleton on one of 
her visits to Thurles.

In his papers James Leahy described Stapleton as 
a man always anxious for a fight, was responsible for 
the execution of two notable Tipperary RIC district 
inspectors, Wilson and Hunt. As a result of Hunts 
shooting on 23rd June 1919, the government proclaimed 
Martial Law, with immediate reinforcements being 
dispatched to their area.

Breen is credited as the man who fired the first 
shot in the War of Independence at the Soloheadbeg 
ambush. He spent many years on the run with a price 
on his head.

In his book “My FIGHT FOR IRISH FREEDOM” he gives 
a great account of this period.

On release from prison, it was not unusual for 
republican prisoners to steal keepsakes. In Leahy’s 
case it was a wooden spoon after his hunger strike 
along with Thomas Ashe in Belfast. This with other 
artefacts are on display in Clonmel Museum. I had the 
pleasure of viewing these when I visited there with his 
son Seamus and David Moran, when donating a copy 
of my book to their library.

In his book “Allegiance”, Robert Brennan gives 
an account of taking a prayer book and of JJ Walsh 
leaving prison wearing his civilian clothes over his 
prison uniform.
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James Leahy in 
IRA officers uniform

Wanted notice for Dan Breen (man who fired first shot started 
the War of Independence

Jim Hegarty (L) and Seamus Leahy, (James Leahys’ son),.
Picture taken in Clonmel museum when visiting to view James 
collection of artefacts.


