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 Burning of Cork City
The burning of Cork City Centre by the 

Black and Tans (Tans) in December of 
1920 left a lasting anger with its citizens. 
The Fire resulted in destroying over a 
100 businesses and homes leaving up to 
2000 people losing their jobs and many 
families homeless. Iconic Buildings such 
as the Cork City Hall and the Carnegie Library were also 
destroyed. The Tans threatened to shoot Fire Fighters 
if they attempted to save the buildings and in fact cut 
their hosepipes to hamper their necessary work. 

Curfew and Martial Law Enforced
Martial Law allowed the military to carry out further 

reprisals against the general population and to execute 
anyone who was arrested carrying arms. Despite the 
continuous danger Nan and Mamie’s continued carrying 
arms and dispatches around the city and county on 
behalf of the Brigade.

Every night householders had to post on their doors 
the names and personal details of all occupants. If 
other occupants not listed were found on the property 
it was deemed an illegal gathering and all those present 
were arrested and the property ransacked, ‘The Laurels 
‘continued as a call and safe house putting the Hegarty 
family in consent danger.

RAIDS AND AMBUSHES ESCALATE
1921 was a very active time for the IRA in Cork with 

H company prominent. John Joe with his parents’ 
consent was now also responsible for guarding Brigade 
Officers such as Sean Hegarty and others when they 
held meetings or staying overnight at ‘The Laurels’. 
Hegarty was appointed Brigade CO after the tragic 
death of Terence MacSwiney.

Raids began early in the new year, John Joe supplied 
revolvers and ammunition for the Parnell Bridge ambush 
on the evening of the 4th of January. A party of 10 RIC 
men were returning to Union Quay headquarters which 
was then the main Police Barracks in the city. As they 
crossed the Bridge they came under gun and bomb 
attack, six RIC member were wounded with two later 
dying of their injuries.

In February there were several ambushes most 
notable on the 15th at the Train Station at Upton where 
unfortunately several IRA men under the command of 
Charlie Hurley the much-respected officer being shot. 
Hurley demonstrated his leadership qualities during 
this ambush by continuing to fight on despite being 
severely wounded.

On the 25th of February another ambush in West Cork 
at Coolavokig near Ballyvourney under the command 
of Sean Hegarty. It is reported that this was one of the 
biggest battles recorded at the time. The Crown Forces 
based in Macroom were on a rounding up exercise. As 
they travelled towards Ballyvourney they ran into the 
ambush which had been very well prepared. The attack 
lasted 2 hours and they had to fight a rearguard action 
all the way back to Macroom, for their safety the town 
was then put into lockdown.

Army reinforcements were rushed from Cork, 
Ballincollig and other nearby Barracks. They scoured 
the surrounding district making arrests, confining 
people to their homes and recovering their dead. In 
the aftermath several of the volunteers, now on the 
run, made their way to ‘The Laurels’ a safe house very 

familiar to Hegarty. There they were attended to by Nan 
and family, they were fed, washed, their wounds attended 
to and given a place to rest. John and his father Patrick 
deliberately grew celery as it is grown in trenches, thus 
presenting a hiding place for men when a raid occurred. 
When the men were fit to leave, they disposed of their 
weapons if heading home and conversely rearmed if 
heading back to the column.

Prior to the Crossbarry 
a m b u s h  t h e  s i b l i n g s 
continued intelligence 
work for  Tom Barry’s 
column, a force of between 
80 and 100 men. This 
ambush occurred the 19th 
of March when the column 
escaped encirclement by 
over 1000 British troops 
and auxiliaries. On one 
occasion Nan was lucky 
to escape capture by the 
military as she brought 
arms to Barry.  I t  was 
during this ambush that 
the patriot Charlie Hurley 
was mortally wounded. 

John Joe and H company 
despite the tragedy at 
Upton continued raiding the 
Macroom railway station 
for mail and ordinance.

In June John Joe and his 
men provided cover when 
Tuckey St RIC Barracks was 
raided and brought arms 
back to his arms dump at 
‘The Laurels’ after the 
attack.

CEASEFIRE AND 
TRUCE AGREED 
DeValera insisted on a 

truce as a condition before 
any negotiations of a Treaty 
between  I re land  and 
Britain commenced. After 
the ceasefire a subsequent 

Truce was announced and ratified on the 11th 
of July 1921.

One of the last fatal actions of the war took 
place in G and H companies’ area namely 
Bandon Road, several British soldiers left their 
Barracks prior to the appointed time and were 
seen walking up Bandon Rd. When this was 
brought to the attention of local volunteers, 
they overpowered and subsequently executed 
them. Their bodies were only discovered the 
following day in a nearby Quarry.

The London Government were fuming by this 
event and insisted that Dublin should bring 
those responsible to account and punished for 
their actions. It fell to Conn Neenan the local 
officer to establish who was responsible and 
report back to Michael Collins in Dublin. Two 
of the executed soldiers were from the South 
Staffordshire’s a regiment that was notorious 
in killing prisoners, unarmed volunteers and 
civilians. Their official excuse for many of the 

killings was “trying to escape from military capture”. 
The other two were Royal Engineers. There had been 
several recent killings and slogans daubed on city 
walls ‘Murdered by the Stafford Regiment - will be 
revenged tonight’

Neenan called a meeting at St Finbarr’s GAA club, he 
advised that he had been ordered to find out who was 
responsible for the killings and report back to Michael 
Collins in Dublin. Nan told me that John Joe put it to 
Conn that if he was responsible for reporting back to 
Dublin who did he suggest would be responsible for 
relaying the news of his demise. There was no further 
discussion, and the meeting ended. Many years later 
when I had the opportunity to ask Conn about this 
story, he just smiled and nodded in the affirmative. 
Subsequently the finger was always pointed at Conn 
being responsible, something he always denied. It is 
accepted, that the local volunteers were responsible 
for the killings.

The killing of the soldiers happened a few days 
after another unarmed volunteer Denis Spriggs was 
taken from his home and murdered

The IRA believed that the British Forces were planning 
a further murder spree before the Truce commenced. 
The IRA decided to get their retaliation in first!!
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