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Irish and British 
Naval Conflict 

( “Act of Piracy” - Winston Churchill) 
F o r  Ce n t u r i e s  Co r k  Ha rbou r 

(Queenstown) one of the worlds largest 
natural harbours is steeped in military 
and commercial history.Under British 
rule it became a vital naval base 
especially during the Napoleonic Wars. 
It was also the harbour from which 
many ‘coffin ships’ set sail during the 

the British Admiralty.Thus causing a lot 
of tension. Not only was there tension 
of a military nature, but also between 
servicemen as the Americans became 
more popular with the local population. 
The US Navy also established its airbase 
in nearby Aghada. With so many Irish 
American servicemen it provided the 

IRA with the opportunity to secure arms 
and military intelligence’

The American casualties of war from 
Europe were returned to Queenstown 
for embalming before being returned 
to their home states for burial.This 
work was carried out by John Forde, 
who together with his fiancee, my aunt 
Mamie, (Mary Francis ) Hegarty secured 
their side arms and brought them to her 
family arms dump at The Hegartys of 
The Laurels. 

 Fortifications 
The Harbour consists of extensive 

defences originally designed to avoid 
threats of invasion by France and 
Germany. On the mainland the colorfull 
garrison town of Cobh was also well 
fortified.

Spike Island - Fort Westmoreland ( 
Fort Mitchell)

Spike is an island of 104 Acres, 
historically a notorious prison,often 
referred to as “Ireland’s Alcatraz”. 

It was fortified by the British during 
the American War of Independence 
when they built a 2 Acre, star-shaped 
fortress capable of catering for 2,000 
men. Work continued over the decades 
and was expanded to a 3,000 man 
capacity.

During the Irish War of Independence 
and Civil War thousands of freedom 
fighters were imprisoned there, with 
some daring escapes.

 Fort Carlisle (Fort Davis)
Fort Davis is a 74 Acre defence built in 

1860’s at a strategic position to further 
guard the mouth of the Harbour.Located 
near the village of Whitegate, it is 
today an active Irish Defence Forces 
training site.

 Fort Camden (Camden Fort Meagher)
S i t u a t e d  i n  t h e 

town of Crosshaven it 
is unique in that over 
60% of the fortification 
is underground. It also 
guards the mouth of 
the Harbour.It consists 
of a complex network 
of tunnels making it 
i m p o s s i b l e  f o r  t h e 
enemy to penetrate. It 
is situated opposite Fort 
Davis. After the launch of 

‘The Hegarty of The Laurels’ we were 
approached and asked if we would 
lend some family artefacts for their 
summer season. We were privileged to 
participate in their showcase.

 Haulbowling Island 
For centuries Haulbowling was a very 

busy British Navy dockyard as it was 
situated in one of the Empire’s most 
strategic ports. Today its the location 
of the Irish Naval Services headquarters. 
After the Irish Free State was formally 
established on the 6th of December 
1922 following the Anglo-Irish Treaty, 
Haulbowling became the center of what 
the New York Times described as one 

of the most audacious 
events of that period

 Treaty Ports
W h e n  t h e  Tr e a t y 

was ratified and the 
Ir ish Free State(FS) 
established one of its 
main objections was the 
issue of the Treaty Port. 
The agreement stated 
that three strategically 
deep water ports were 
to remain under British 
control. In Donegal, 
Lough Swilly, and in Cork 

both Berehaven and Queenstown. The 
main reason put forward by the British 
for their retention was how vital they 
were during the U-boat campaign of 
WW1.

Capture of the Upnor - March 1922

The Treaty led to a split within the 
IRA. In Cork the anti-treaty group was 
led by Sean O’Hegarty who had become 
the CO.of the Cork No.1. Brigade 
after the death of patriot Lord Mayor 
Terence McSwiney during October1920.
The Hegartys of The Laurels and the 
Mitchells of Kerry Pike all took the anti-
treaty side and vowed to fight on for a 
full 32 County Republic.

Hegarty was meticulous in his planning 
of raids during the War of Independence 
and relied on his intelligence officers 
for vital and detailed information. As 
undertakers in Cobh, Mamie and her 
husband John Forde had unfettered 
access to the town and port. The local 
IRA CO. Michael Burke (Anti-Treaty) 
also became aware that the British 
vessel, the Upnor, was 
docked at Haulbowling 
and been loaded with 
guns,ammunit ion and 
other ordinance to be 
t r an spo r ted  back  t o 
Britain.

When word came from 
Burke to Hegarty that the 
ship was ready to sail, a 
plan was set in motion. He 
ordered Brigade officers 
Tom Crofts ( who later 
replaced him as CO.at the 
time of the Civil War), Mike 

Murphy and Sando Donovan to travel to 
Queenstown and link up with Burke who 
was privy to the plan. The plan was to 
seize a tugboat, ‘The Warrior,’ holding 
its Captain prisoner. They pursued the 
Upnor after it left the harbour and 
reached it roughly 35 miles off the 
coast, despite the fact it was escorted 
by two naval battleships (HMS.Heather 
and Strenuous). The battleships were 
sailing about three miles in front as was 
normal navy practice. When the Warrior 
was in line with the Upnor its captain 
accepted the story that it was delivering 
a message from the Admiralty. Under 
the command of Michael Murphy the 
ship was boarded, Murphy ordered its 
Captain to hand control to a civilian 
Captain Collins that Hegarty had 
persuaded to travel with Crofts and 
company. Collins instructed to change 
course and head for the fishing village 
of Ballycotton.The warships acting as 
escorts,were unaware of its change of 
course.

Hegarty, in his meticulous planning, 
had local volunteers on standby with 
officers Willie and John O’Riordan 
(experienced fishermen) available to 
pilot the Upnor through the dangerous 
waters if all went to plan.

He also ordered men of the Cork 
Brigade, such as Conn Neenan to 
arrange transport by ‘borrowing’ trucks 
and lorries from city businesses and 
travel to Ballycotton. Nan and Mamie 
Hegarty had helped to establish the 

Cumann na mBan branch in the area and 
had delivered arms from their brother 
John Joe’s dump at the Laurels to the 
local officers. They were to help the 
local cumann women as backup for 
the Volunteers and also act as scouts. 
Numbering over a hundred vehicles they 
travelled to Ballycotton undetected 
by the authorities. When the Upnor 
docked at the Harbour pier the anti-
treaty volunteers which included Martin 
Corry’s men of East Cork Brigade, began 
unloading its valuable cargo and loading 
it onto the waiting lorries etc. Some 
were delivered to the Hegartys dump at 
the Laurels under my fathers command, 
some to the Mitchells in Kerry Pike, 
with the majority finding it way to West 
Cork to arm the anti-treaty men of the 

‘MunsterRepublic’.
T h e  B r i t i s h 

G o v e r n m e n t  ( B G ) 
accused Michael Collins 
of a breach of trust and 
an act of piracy, while 
he blamed Winston 
Churchill for attempting 
t o  u n d e r m i n e  t h e 
Provisional Government 
(PG). Either way this 
d a r i n g  o p e r a t i o n 
supplied the Cork IRA 
with plenty of arms 
and ammunition for the Souvenir of American WW1
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Irish Famine, or to be more accurate 
the years of ethnic cleansing.

In1892 a young seventeen year old 
Annie Moore and her brothers boarded 
the S.S.Nevada from Cork Harbour 
bound for New York. Annie became the 
first person to pass through Ellis Island 
immigrant station.There is a statue now 
to her memory in both New York and 
Cobh (Queenstown). 

 It was from there In1912 that the 
Titanic made its final port of call 
before sailing on its fateful voyage.
When the RMS Lusitania was sunk off 
the Cork coast by a German submarine 
in1915,with the loss of many American 
lives, the casualties were brought to 
Queenstown (Cobh) where there is a 
memorial to the memory of its victims.

At the time of the 1916 Easter Rising, 
Sir Rodger Casement (Irish Patriot) 
arranged a shipment of arms to be sent 
from Germany to arm the Volunteers. 
Casement was captured by the British 
as soon as he landed on Banna strand 
in Co.Kerry. He was later executed 
by the British having been tried for 
treason. The Aud ship carrying the arms 
etc was captured off the Cork coast 
and directed to Queenstown. Rather 
than surrender its cargo, Captain Karl 
Spindler decided to scuttle the ship 
just outside the harbour. He opened 
the sea valves and ordered his crew to 
abandon ship.

The following year saw America enter 
WW1 using Queenstown as a Naval 
base, coming under the command of 


