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Joe Murphy - American Born Irish Patriot

The United States of America
has always been a refuge for
the Irish, this peaked during
the mid-1800’s when Ireland
suffered a potato blight. The
years between 1840s - 1850s
proved to be a period of
starvation and disease. At the
same time evictions were in the
region of 70,000 resulting in the
displacement of up to 500,000
people. These evictions were
caused mainly by absentee
British based landlords seeking
to maximize their profits by
converting from tillage farming
to cattle grazing, thereby
ridding themselves of their
smallholding tenants. This
period is often referred to
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as the Great Famine despite
food, and grain been exported
to further enrich the absentee
landlords. With over one million
people dying and two million
emigrating to the four corners
of the world, today it would be
described as ethnic cleansing.

Murphy Family

Against this background
and having relatives living in
America, Timmy Murphy and his
wife Nora decided to emigrate
to Boston seeking a better life
and raising a family. Sailing from
Queenstown (Cobh) following
a similar voyage of so many
‘Coffin ships’ which departed
the same harbor during the
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Great Hunger.

They raised 5 children, Joe,
sisters Mary and Annie, brothers
Richard and Danny.

Joe was born in Lynn,
Massachusetts on May10th
1895, spending his early years
in Lynn. Eventually the family
decided to return to Cork and
to the Murphy family home. The
Murphy home and grounds were
located on Pouladuff Road (Poll
Dubh) Cork.

Pouladuff Road is on the
Southside of Cork City. The area
and surrounding areas such
as Togher and Ballyphehane
were predominantly inhabited
by market gardeners & their
families. It gets its name from
the time of public hangings
and burials at Gallows Green
at the city end of the road. It’s
reported that members of the
United Irishman captured after
the 1798 rebellion were hung
at Gallows Green, which was
used as a place of execution
for centuries, and it became a
very nationalistic area.

As a young family surrounded
by neighbours and friends, they
soon settled into their new life
in Cork. Joe and the rest of
his siblings attended the local
Togher boys and girls National
School and there they met the
Hegarty siblings Mamie, John
Joe and Nan (The Hegartys of
The Laurels) little did these
young people realise the
important role that they would
all come to play in the future
fight for Irish Independence.

Growing up in Togher in
the early part of the 20th
century rural activities would
come to the fore such as road
bowling, hurling and football
with St Finbarr’s Hurling and
Football Club. (this year they
are celebrating their 150th
anniversary).

Hunting was also a favourite
pastime, when a local club
was established in 1880 which
they named Cork National Hunt
Club. The name of the club
epitomised national beliefs
and functioned as a constant
reminder to its members.

Cork Volunteers
With the establishment of
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the Volunteers in Cork like
many young men both the
Murphy’s and Hegarty’s siblings
with the encouragement and
support of their parents became
active, while the girls joined
Cumann na mBan when it was
established. In their parish
G and H Companies were
established, Joe and John Joe
(my father) joined H company.
They helped to raise funds for
the Brigade by collecting money
at church gates around Cork
City. They all became involved
in training in the use of weapons
at which they excelled they
organised military parades,
drills (with a shortfall in arms,
hurley sticks were borrowed
from St Finbarr’s) and marches
and attended meetings in the
volunteer’s headquarters on
Share St. John Joe had the skill
to make Croppy Pikes similar to
those used in the 1798 rebellion.
While being no substitute for
guns nevertheless formidable
and dangerous weapons in the
hands of determined men.

World War 1-1914-1918

When the Conscription Act
was passed by the British House
of Commons in April 1918 many
young Irishman were encouraged
by John Redmond and his Irish
Parliamentary Party to join the
British Army, this they did in
their thousands. Many joined
for altruistic reasons fighting
for the freedom of small nations
others for pure financial gain
to support their families.
Meanwhile the leadership of
the Volunteers were totally
opposed to men joining any
British regiment.

The passing of the Act saw the
men and women of H company
fund raising for the Brigade
to prevent conscription of
men to the British Army. This
campaign proved successful as
conscription was never enacted
in Ireland unlike the rest of
the British Isles. There was an
influx of young men joining the
Volunteers while the threat of
conscription existed but left
once the British government
abandoned this policy. On the
other hand, the Murphy and
Hegarty families were fully
committed to the overall
cause, honouring their oath and
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continuing their membership.

When America joined the War
in 1917 it gave the Cork IRA
the opportunity to secure arms
from Irish American soldiers
and sailors that were based in
Queenstown (Cobh).

Some were secured on
a voluntary basis other by
clandestine methods (that is
another story).

After the Armistice with
Germany which ended the First
World War, many returning
soldiers joined the Volunteers.
These men were fully trained
and combat harden soldiers,
men such as Tom Barry
brought a professional training
approach to the campaign in
the forthcoming fight for Irish
freedom.

In Cork on Armistice Day there
was a (well documented) daring
prison escape to freedom.
Captain Donnchadh McNeilus
(Donegal man) of the Cork
Brigade had shot a RIC officer
in a struggle trying to avoid
capture. If the officer died
McNeilus was sure to hang. Joe
played a highly active role in
his escape.

Many volunteers captured by
the British and brought to Cork
Goal were tortured and shot in
the back with the official cause
of death reported as “trying to
escape”. Joe helped McNeilus
avoid such a fate.

Over the next few years,
the Cork Brigade would
avenge all these murders

Westminster
GeneralElection

When London called a General
Election for the 14th of
December 1918, Joe together
with other Volunteers and
members of Cumann na mBan
helped in fundraising, erecting
posters, guarding polling
stations and assisting both Sinn
Fein candidates standing for the
Cork City Constituency. Both
candidates J.J. Walsh and Liam
de Roiste were elected.

Of the 105 Irish seats
nationwide, Sinn Fein (SF) won
a total of 73 seats, and because
of this support they set up the
first Dail (Parliament) in Dublin
in opposition and rejecting the
Westminster Parliament.
Establishment of Dail Eireann
1919

On January 21, 1919 the first
Dail met at the Mansion House
in Dublin. It ratified the Irish

! Republic and refusing to take

their seats at Westminster. It
declared Ireland a sovereign
independent state formally
breaking ties with United
Kingdom. Not all (SF) elected
members attended as some
were serving jail terms imposed
by the British Authorities.

On the day of the first Dail
two RIC officers were killed in
an ambush at Soloheadbeg in
County Tipperary, by a small
band of active volunteers
seizing explosives acting on
their own initiative. This event
is believed to be the beginning
of the War of Independence.
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War of Independence

Joe along with his comrades in H
and G companies became involved in
many raids and ambushes for arms. He
was at this time employed by the Cork
Corporation in which he had the use of
a horse and cart. Apart from his work
commitments this allowed him to help
the family deliver their vegetables to
city markets, allowing him to move
freely gathering valuable intelligence,
especially the movements of the British
Army and RIC. All intelligence gathered
by the men and women of H company
was relayed via their section leader John
Joe Hegarty who had another of his men
Con Harrington acting as the personal
assistant to the Brigade OC, Lord Mayor
Thomas MacCurtain.

Intelligence became a vital weapon in
the struggle for freedom.

Joe was actively involved in many
high-profile activities increasing local
resistance, preventing the British Army
when they attempted to raid farms in
order to export cattle to England.

Away from the constant danger as an
active volunteer, Joe also had a social
life, this involved country sports playing
and supporting St Finbarr’s GAA club
and Road Bowling at which he excelled.
Bowling was an extremely popular
pastime on the Pouladuff and Togher
roads. It was also around this time
that he met and fell in love with Mary
O’Leary to whom he intended marring.
Like all young men and women, the
couple enjoyed country walks and going
to dances arranged by the members of
Cumann na mBan. These dances were
used as fund raisers for the Cork Brigade.
1920 - The Year Cork went from
Relative Peace to Guerrilla Warfare.

In the local elections held in January
1920 (SF) won thirty of the total fifty-
seven seats on the Cork Corporation. As
a result, Tomas McCurtain was elected
the first Republican Lord Mayor of Cork.
His first proposal in office at the City
Hall was to recognise Dail Eireann as
the legal, constitutional parliament of
the Irish Nation. This set the tone for
significant future events that occurred
later in the city.

The Murphy and Hegarty families,
together with H company, were very
proactive in these elections.

Within a few short weeks of his
election on the 20th of March 1920
incidentally his 36th birthday, McCurtain
was murdered at his home in Blackpool
in front of his pregnant wife and family
by members of the RIC.

It was a result of McCurtain s murder
that the Corporation donated a plot
of ground at Saint Finbarr’s cemetery
which today is known as the Republican
plot. McCurtain would not be the last
Lord Mayor or Patriot to be buried there
before the year end.

Terence MacSwiney became
McCurtam s successor both as Brlgade

Joes Nephew Harry,
and Grandniece Shirley
accepting his medal

Commandant and as Lord Mayor of Cork.

In his acceptance speech he uttered
the immortal words regarding the
conflict “Not on our side a rivalry of
vengeance but one of endurance” before
declaring “It is not they who can inflict
the most but they that can suffer most
will endure “prophetic words that he
would soon put into practise.

Joe and H company continued their
activities under their new commanding
officer who they knew personally and for
whom they had the greatest of respect.

They continued to raid gun shops,
homes, and trains. They had men
working in the railway stations who gave
them the information of which trains
were safe to raid. This provided them
the opportunity to secure dispatches,
arms and bicycles destined for local
British Army Barracks. Bicycles were
so important at the time that a Bicycle
Core was established for scouting when
ambushes were been planned. Women of
Cumann na mBan had members working
in shops, hotels and big houses also
providing vital information to the IRA
on the movements of British personal
and spies.

On the 21st of June, Joe and H
company engaged in the major attack
of Farren Barracks. This attack lasted for
over 3 hours, as RIC reinforcements were
delayed by other IRA volunteers. This
they achieved by cutting phone lines,
digging trenches, and felling trees. This
continued to be a regular tactic used by
the Brigade.

Despite all these dangerous activities,
the first Republican wedding was
planned for the 26th in the Hegarty
household, the bride Mamie Hegarty,
Mamie (President Cumann na mBan) was
marring John Forde a fellow member
of H company, her sister Nan (Captain)
as Bridesmaid and Johns cousin Paddy
Forde (fellow volunteer) as Best Man
all dressed in uniform. As this was in

breach of the British authorities, thus =

the Church had to be guarded during
the ceremony.
The bridal parties’ journey to and
from the Church also had to be escorted.
Joe and the Murphy family were all
active in these arrangements. It also
gave him time to reflect on his own

Laurels. The arms for this were taken
from the John Joe’s arm dump. The
arms were collected and delivered by
local Cumann na mBan members who
also had them returned safely. The
order to burn the Barracks was issued
to prevent the RIC and or the Black and
Tans from reoccupying them in an area
that was now under the control of the
IRA, Pouladuff and Togher was one such
area. On the same evening orders were
given to burn tax office records although
not necessarily the buildings. Both these
successful actions resulted in putting
huge financial and logistic strain on the
British administration in Ireland.

Jailed Without Trial

and Hunger Strike

In July and August 1920, only weeks
after the wedding many volunteers were
captured and jailed in Cork without trial.
This action by the authorities resulted in
several of them going on a mass hunger
strike. Con Neenan in his papers wrote
that he, Joe Murphy, Terence MacSwiney,
and Michael Fitzgerald were Not in
favour of a strike.

Their actions were brought to a
worldwide audience by several American
journalists as Joe was in fact an American
citizen.

Mary O’Leary together with members
of Cumann na mBan were busy collecting
parcels of food and cigarettes for the
comfort and well-being of the prisoners
who were not on hunger strike The
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plans to marry his beloved fiancée Mary =

O’Leary

As the war continued to escalate |

during 1920 Michael Collins issued a
decree from Dublin to increase pressure
and further disruption on the British
administration nationwide. This was
planned for early April to coincide with
the fourth anniversary of the 1916 rising.

Joe together with H Company burnt
their local RIC Barracks in Togher.
This Barracks was situated only a few
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ﬁelds away from the Hegartys of The

plight of the hunger strikers gripped
the city with protest slogans such as
“Release the Prisoners” appearing on
the walls.

When reminiscing about Joe, Mary
told her grandsons that she used Joes
sisters’ family pass to gain access to
the prison. Joe gave her one of his
miraculous medals, this she kept for the
remainder of her long life.

Michael Fitzgerald was the first to die,
and on the 25th of October Joe Murphy
died after 76 days on hunger strike. His
death is often overshadowed because on
the same day his Brigade OC. Lord Mayor
Terence McSwiney also died in Brixton
Prison London. It is ironic that 3 of the
four men Not in favour of the strike paid
the ultimate sacrifice. Unlike deValera
in 1916 who was also born in America,
the British refused to spare Joes life.

During my research | discovered that
by a twist of faith, Joes fiancée (Mary)
granddaughter married McSwineys
grandson.

Joe’s body was removed from his cell
by John Joe who placed the tricolour
over his remains and had the lid of the
coffin bolted tightly so that the British
could not have the flag removed, as they
had previously attempted. Joe was given
a guard of honour at the family parish
Church through the night. This the same
Church that Joe had attended in June
for the Hegarty wedding
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