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Truce and Treaty 

When the Truce was ratified 
in July1921 it allowed the 
Hegarty’s and 1000’s of other 
families to take a step back 
from the brink, hoping it would 
lead to a permanent peace. 

The Truce led to Peace Talks; 
the Talks led to a contentious 
Treaty agreed on the 21st of 
December 1921. Michael Collins 
(against his wishes) was chosen 
by President DeValera to lead 
the Irish plenipotentiaries to 
London. He was a key figure 
in the negotiations and signed 
the Treaty as he believed 
it offered “the freedom to 
achieve freedom.” He also 
believed he was signing his own 
death warrant.

Ra l l ies  were  organ i sed 
nationwide to garner support 
for the Treaty. Many disrupted 
with speakers heckled, shots 
fired, by anti-treaty supporters. 
John Joe,Nan and Mamie with 

their friend Maud and Sean 
Mitchell were witness to such 
events.

Maud in her diary ‘The Man 
with the Long Hair’ states 
that Sean went to see Michael 
Collins in Moore’s Hotel after a 
rally. Collins offered Sean the 
position of Commander of the 
Southern Division of the Free 
State Army. Sean queried “you 
don’t mean to split the (IRA) 
army? ‘To hell with the army 
Collins replied’. “Well to hell 
with you Mick retorted Sean!

Sean was born in Athlone 
(County Westmeath) into 
a  p rominent  Protes tant 
family and was christened 
Herbert James. He grew up 
in a privileged family and 
became committed to the 
early volunteer movement in 
Athlone. In Easter 1916 he was 
on his way to join Liam Mellows 
when the McNeill counter 
order came not to proceed. 
When he moved to Cork, he 
adopted the name Sean to take 
away any connection from his 
activities in the Midlands. He 
married Maud Mulvihill who 
came from a Roman Catholic 
and Nationalistic family. Maud 
was a friend of Liam Mellows 
and helped him organise the 
Midland Brigade. She was the 
first Captain of Cumann na 
mBan in the Midlands. They 

became officers in Cork’s ‘G’ 
company and close friends of 
the Hegarty family.
Treaty Signed

After the Treaty was signed 
it was approved after much 
rancour in the Dail in early 
January 1922. During the 
debate many spoke in favour 
of acceptance others such as 

Cathal Brugha against stating, 
“the war was fought for a 32 
county Republic as declared in 
1916 and not a 26 county Free 

State with allegiance to a 
British King.”

The vote was carried by 
a narrow margin of 64 in 
favour with 57 against. This 
resulted in a split in Sinn 
Fein with DeValera, and 
Collins on opposite sides. 
It was also the month that 
the Free State Army was 
established, with the British 
Army vacating all Barracks 
with the majority returning 
to Britain. Some swapped 
uniforms and joined the 
new FS Army, linking up with 
former enemies’ pro treaty 
volunteers.
Naval Battle - The 
Capture of The 
Upnor

Those on the Anti-treaty 
side continued their campaign 
of opposition and remained 
armed. They executed one 
daring raid off the coast of Cork 
when capturing The Upnor a 
British Naval Ship laden with 
arms.

 In March 1922 just months 
prior to the commencement 
of the civil war, the IRA under 
the command of Sean Hegarty, 
whose planning and intelligence 
work launched an audacious plot 
to secure arms. Hegarty became 
aware that a British vessel, 

the Upnor was to transport 
arms and ammunition from 
Queenstown back to the UK.

Mamie and John helped 
in obtaining intelligence as 
they were still free to roam 
Queenstown with privileged 
access to British positions 
as the official undertaker. 

When Hegarty had sufficient 
intelligence, Michael Burke 
CO . i n  Queen s t own ,  wa s 

summoned and 
informed of the 
plan to capture 
the Upnor at 
sea and sail her 
to Ballycotton.

Ballycotton 
gets its name 
f r o m  G a e l i c 
m e a n i n g 
(Town of the 
small boats) is 
situated about 

25 miles east of Cork City. During 
the War of Independence, it had 
a very active section with men 
such as David Manning and the 
O’Riordan brothers involved. 
Mamie and Nan had helped 
to establish the Cumann na 
mBan in the village and brought 
arms and dispatches there on a 
regular basis. As a fishing village 
it has a proud history of sea 
rescues over the centuries.

When word that the ship 
was ready to sail, Tom Crofts, 
Michael Murphy and Sandow 
Donovan with other volunteers 
left Cork and travelled to 
Queenstown. They brought 
with them Captain Collins a 
civilian with naval experience 
who had been helpful to the 
Brigade on previous occasions. 
In his book ‘For the Life of 
Me’ Robert Briscoe describes 
how Collins had previously 
helped with his gun running 
from Germany. In Queenstown 
a tugboat, The Warrior, was 
secured and its captain held 
prisoner so he could not raise 
the alarm. With everything in 
order, they set out to pursue the 
Upnor despite it being escorted 
by two naval battleships (HMS 
Heather and HMS Strenuous). 
The escorts were sailing about 
3 miles in front as was normal 
naval practise at the time. 

Everything went to plan 
under the command of Murphy. 
The ship was boarded about 35 

miles off the coast 
after the ship’s 
captain accepted 
the story that a 
private message 
was sent from The 
Admiralty.

Once in control 
of the ship, the 
captain and crew 
w e r e  o r d e r e d 
below deck and 
told no harm would 
c o m e  t o  t h e m 

if they obeyed orders. The 
captain protested at gun point 
and called it an act of piracy but 
offered no resistance.

When they were off the coast 
of Ballycotton local IRA officers 
(who were on standby) the 
O’Riordan brothers Mick and 
John experienced fishermen 

sailed out, climbed on board 
and piloted it safely to the Pier 
in the Harbour.

Waiting on the Pier were 
men such as Conn Neenan and 
Martin Corry and up to 100 
vehicles (stolen and borrowed) 
parked waiting to be loaded 
with the Uponor’s cargo. Once 
the loading was complete the 
convoy made its way back to 
the city with some arms going to 
The Laurels, the Mitchells home 
in Kerry Pike with the majority 
going to the West Cork Brigade. 

When word reached Michael 
Collins, he was fuming as he 
knew it would further arm 
the anti-treaty side. He also 
suspected the British were 
involved in order to undermine 
the Provisional Government. 
Col l ins was aware of the 
political uncertainty that was 
prevalent in Cork regarding the 
truce. Either way, this daring 
operation supplied the anti-
treaty men of the ‘Munster 
Republic’ with plenty of arms, 
ammunition and mines for the 
imminent Civil War.

In London Winston Churchill, 
as Secretary of State for the 
Colonies, had to account for 
his stewardship 
in the House of 
Commons.

In Queenstown 
Michael Burke 
was summoned 
to the Admiralty 
and asked if he 
knew anything 
a b o u t  t h e 
event. He told 
them he had no 
knowledge of 
it and returned 
home aware of 
their inferior 
intelligence.

T h e  e v e n t  w a s 
reported worldwide, 
The New York Times 
calling it a “sensational 
affair “and emphasizing 
its  “audacity “with 
which it was carried out.

 The success of the capture 
highlighted again the important 
role of Intelligence gathering 
during the war. 

When I spoke to Don O’Riordan 
(Micks son) he told me as a child 
they had boxes of ammunition 
still stored in their home and 
it was only when their father 
saw them playing with the 
bullets that they were removed. 
He also said that when the 
Free State troops arrived in 
Ballycotton his father was put 
up against the wall of the Pier 
and threatened to be shot for 
his role in the event.

 If Mick had been executed, it 
may have started the Civil War! 
That was for another day.

Tom Crofts grandson Tom 
Mahon now residing in Honolulu 
has written a book about the 
capture “The Ballycotton Job.” 
Crofts would later be appointed 
CO of the Cork Brigade during 
the Civil War.
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